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Politics

It is often assumed that democracy is both desirable and possible in global 
politics. Interrogating Democracy in World Politics provides an important 
counter- argument to this assumption by questioning the history, meaning and 
concepts of democracy in contemporary international and global politics.
	 Combining	 viewpoints	 from	 the	 fields	 of	 international	 relations,	 political	
theory and history, the book includes:

•	 critical	 examinations	of	 the	concept	of	democracy	as	a	political	order	and	
ethical ideal;

•	 assessment	 of	 the	 role	 and	 function	 of	 democracy	 in	 how	 contemporary	
political events are understood and evaluated;

•	 analysis	of	 the	 relationship	of	democracy	 to	 international	stability,	 liberal-
ism and the emergence of capitalist economies.

The book focuses on the move from the concept of ‘international politics’ to 
‘world politics’, recognising the equal importance of understanding democratic 
interaction both within and between states. It reviews current scholarly thinking 
in	 the	 field	 before	 providing	 a	 complex	 theoretical	 re-	engagement	 with	 the	
meaning of democracy in contemporary world politics.
 Interrogating Democracy in World Politics will be of interest to students and 
scholars of politics and international relations, democratisation studies and 
globalisation.
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Preface

In	 world	 politics	 there	 are	 years	 that	 become	 symbols	 of	 dramatic	 and	 unex-
pected	change,	they	can	be	stated	simply	as	number:	1789,	1848,	1945	and	1989.	
It	is	possible	that	2011	will	come	to	represent	an	exceptional	time	as	well,	when	
democratic revolutions occurred throughout North Africa, a region that too many 
commentators	had	written	off	as	unprepared	for	popular	rule.	As	we	were	finish-
ing this book, we joyfully watched authoritarian regimes in Tunisia and Egypt 
fall as protestors took to their streets and squares to demand fuller control over 
their own lives; we also apprehensively watched the autocrats and their security 
forces	fight	 back	 in	Libya	 and	Bahrain.	 It	 is	 an	 important	 time	 to	 be	 thinking	
about democracy and its place in world politics. It is also an important time to be 
thinking about how we think about democracy – before we turn 2011 into a 
symbol of transformation, at which point the interpretation of these democratic 
revolutions will be more powerful than the events themselves. 
  While this collection of essays began as the theme for the annual conference 
for Millennium: Journal of International Studies in 2008, and was developed 
further throughout 2009 and 2010, we are glad to see it published at a moment 
when our central concern is made vital by ongoing political developments. Our 
goal was to challenge conventional understandings of democracy as a global 
phenomenon; to suggest that the idea of democracy is revolutionary and 
surprising, not easily contained in academic theses such as “the democratic 
peace”	or	“the	end	of	history”;	and	to	expose	the	thinness	of	historical	narratives	
of democratic progress, which uncritically connect democracy to liberalism, to 
capitalism, to the West, to formal procedures of the rule of law, to the nation, as 
if these were essential pairings. The essays that make up this volume enrich our 
conception of democracy and challenge us to understand our present moment in 
its own unique terms.
	 As	political	unrest	and	change	moved	from	one	city	to	the	next	across	North	
Africa and the Middle East, professional commentators scrambled to interpret 
events	and	hastily	grabbed	on	to	the	most	ready	explanations	to	make	sense	of	
what they saw happening. Regime change in Tunis, protests in Cairo, violence in 
Libya	 were	 reduced	 to	 exonerations	 of	 the	 Bush	 administration’s	 democracy	
promotion strategy in the region, or evidence for the progressive logic of liberal 
reforms, or an object lesson reminding hegemonic states that democracy is the 



Preface	 	 xvii

solution to the problem of global instability. This is a distorted and partial view 
of contemporary events brought on by our dependence on myths, assumptions 
and half-truths that have accumulated around democracy as a privileged ideal in 
world politics.
 The interrogations that our diverse contributors have pursued here push us to 
think about democracy differently, to see the tension it has with liberal capital-
ism, to see the disorder and violence inherent in popular rule, to see the challenge 
to world order presented by a sovereign people pushing against the boundaries 
and limits of the state system, to understand our solidarity with the protestors in 
critical	ways,	and,	most	 importantly,	 to	attend	 to	 the	complexity,	plurality	and	
distinctiveness of democratic movements and institutions in world politics. 
 We do not pretend and could not hope to provide an alternative understanding 
of democracy that would make sense of the popular revolutions of 2011. Not 
only was that not the intention of this volume, but also such hopes, we think, are 
misguided.	Critical	academic	study	should	dislodge	our	assumptions	and	expand	
our understanding of events, not predict, control or simplify them for easy con-
sumption by the media, governments or a general public hungry for easy answers 
in	complex	times.

Joe Hoover, Meera Sabaratnam and Laust Schouenborg
London and New York
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1 Introduction
Interrogating democracy in world 
politics

Joe Hoover, Meera Sabaratnam and  
Laust Schouenborg

Democracy, as an ideal and a form of government, occupies a privileged position 
in world politics. In this volume, we aim to place both conventional understand-
ings of democracy and its privilege under suspicion. This interrogation is import-
ant for understanding what democracy means beyond the nation- state and 
evaluating the historical narratives of progress that sustain these meanings. The 
goal of this introduction is to provide a framework for the multiple lines of ques-
tioning that are opened up in the chapters that follow. To do this we examine the 
privilege associated with democracy across multiple sites of world politics, 
drawing out three key assumptions. As we discuss these assumptions about 
democracy in world politics, we elaborate on the diverse ways that the contribu-
tions to this book challenge them. While the book is separated into historical and 
conceptual sections, reflecting different approaches to the topic, these different 
methods of interrogation share the goal of unsettling the assumptions supporting 
the privileged place of democracy in world politics – this provides a multi- 
dimensional critique that is radical but plural, revealing linkages, discrepancies 
and surprises, rather than leading to a single line of critique.
 In an earlier period of world politics, suspicion was cast upon the very idea 
that democracy was important in such matters – either in relation to domestic 
government or the structure of international politics. A historical shift is evident 
across a range of issues in world politics. The democratic peace theory has a 
central place in International Relations (IR),1 which gives democratic forms of 
government causal force in preventing wars. This builds upon a long- standing 
line of thought that accords pacific and moral virtues to democratic government. 
Related to this has been the infusion of a commitment to democracy into prac-
tices of development assistance and state- building, as well as the rise of a global 
apparatus of democracy promotion. These developments reflect not only the 
empirical claims regarding democracy’s relation to peace and prosperity, but 
also a wider commitment to the universal moral value of democracy. The human 
rights regime defends the civil and political rights that are the cornerstone of the 
liberal democratic tradition, the discourse around the Responsibility to Protect 
(R2P) links sovereign legitimacy to a state’s accountability to its citizens, and 
the fight to develop global governance through an international rule of law 
depends upon the presumed universality of democracy as a political good. This 
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moral commitment to democracy culminates in the ideas of global civil society 
and cosmopolitan politics, which seek to use democracy to reform the interna-
tional order directly. While these developments do not form a cohesive pro-
gramme of thought, they do point to the privileged place democracy has in world 
politics.
 Determining exactly how and why democracy became such a central concept 
in world politics is probably impossible. Undoubtedly, it has to do with the polit-
ical dominance of liberal democratic powers, which in turn established a liberal 
international order that has defined world politics in the last century and the early 
part of our current one (Ikenberry 2009). Interesting as these debates may or may 
not be, our central concern is with the assumptions that give the discursive 
victory of democracy such seeming stability. A large choir sings the praises of 
democracy, but the simple force of the melody cannot cover the dissonance and 
tension, which calls out for acknowledgement if not resolution.
 The privilege of democracy is made possible both by the histories we con-
struct of its development and the conventional meanings that define an essen-
tially contested concept. For this reason, our interrogation of the privilege of 
democracy proceeds on both historical and conceptual lines. The first section of 
the book focuses on the historical development of democracy and contests famil-
iar narratives of progressive reform, essential linkages to liberal capitalism, the 
desirability of a democratic international order and the necessity of the nation- 
state as the key site of democracy. What emerges is a more ambiguous history 
that undermines many assumptions. The second section focuses on the meaning 
of democracy and undoes the necessary ties made between national citizenship 
and democracy, questions the universal moral value of democracy, and reconfig-
ures the linkages between democratic government and peaceful world politics. 
To organise the diverse interrogations presented here, which pursue contrasting 
lines of critique in different domains of world politics, we focus on three key 
assumptions upon which democracy’s privilege rests. First, we examine the 
assumption that democracy reduces violent conflict and supports peace and 
stability. Second, we question the belief in historical progress within societies 
that culminates in a liberal democratic capitalist state. Finally, we analyse the 
presumptions regarding democratic membership at various levels, looking to 
national citizens, cosmopolitan individuals and states as problematic democratic 
subjects.

Violence and stability
Perhaps what has contributed the most to establishing democracy as a universal 
good in world politics has been the idea that it is associated with peace and 
stability. This is a tradition of thought going back, at least, to Paine and Kant, 
and the latter’s essay Toward Perpetual Peace from 1795 (Kant 1983). It became 
a real force in world politics when American president, Woodrow Wilson, made 
it a central element of his foreign policy in the final stages of the First World 
War – so much so that today the terms democracy promotion and Wilsonialism 
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are often used interchangeably. However, if we look for the more recent causes 
of why the idea has risen to such prominence, it seems that the explanation is to 
be found in the work carried out by predominantly American IR scholars in the 
1970s and 1980s on what came to be known as the ‘Democratic Peace Thesis’, 
namely the empirical proposition that democratic states do not go to war against 
each other. This research prompted Jack Levy to state in 1989 what had in effect 
become the consensus view in large parts of academia: that the ‘absence of war 
between democratic states comes as close as anything we have to an empirical 
law in international relations’ (Levy 1989: 270).
 The year 1989 is important because it also signified the end of the Cold War, 
the start of an era of US dominance in world politics and – as we shall touch upon 
in the section on ‘Historical Progress’ below – the disappearance, in the view of 
some observers, of any systemic competitors to the liberal- capitalist-democratic 
way of life. The resulting material and ideological hegemony of the US was what 
allowed the first president Bush to proclaim a ‘New World Order’, president 
Clinton to follow this lead with his national security strategy of ‘Engagement and 
Enlargement’ and the second president Bush to embark on a full- scale military 
campaign in the name of democracy (and the eradication of WMDs), ‘Iraqi 
Freedom’, which had as its ultimate goal the democratisation of the entire Middle 
East, and perhaps, the world. As he expressed it in his State of the Union address 
in 2003 in the run- up to the invasion:

Americans are a free people, who know that freedom is the right of every 
person and the future of every nation. The liberty we prize is not America’s 
gift to the world, it is God’s gift to humanity.

(Bush 2003)

Or as he put it to the troops at Bagram Air Base, Afghanistan, in 2006:

History has taught us democracies don’t war. Democracies – you don’t run 
for office in a democracy and say, please vote for me, I promise you war. 
(Laughter.) You run for office in democracies, and say, vote for me, I’ll rep-
resent your interests; vote for me, I’ll help your young girls go to school, or 
the health care you get improved [sic].

(Bush 2006)

There are many different explanations in the academic literature for why demo-
cracies do not go to war – Bush’s assertion that it is due to the check placed on 
decision- makers by the electorate, is only one of them.2 However, the quote 
above, and numerous statements by his predecessors, is testimony to the fact that 
the democratic peace idea had successfully transplanted itself from academia to 
the real world of international politics.
 Meanwhile, in the 1990s, and especially the 2000s, a number of academics 
started to question the idea of an unambiguous correlation between peace and 
democracy. In articles and a recent book, Edward D. Mansfield and Jack Snyder 
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(1995, 2001, 2005) have studied the propensity of democratising states to go to 
war, showing that they are just as, if not more, belligerent than non- democracies. 
If there is such a thing as the democratic peace, it only exists between so- called 
mature democracies. Amy Chua (2003) has developed a similarly critical argu-
ment in her US national bestseller World on Fire. Her key thesis is that export-
ing free- market democracy to countries with a market- dominant minority 
consistently leads to ethnic violence, when the newly enfranchised majority 
elects to possess what they believe is rightfully theirs to take. Finally, Roland 
Paris (2004), in the book At War’s End, argues that prevailing peacebuilding 
strategies, based on comprehensive political and economic liberalisation, need to 
be rethought because they simply do not produce the positive outcomes origin-
ally ascribed to them.
 However – and this is our key point – none of these authors question the fun-
damental value of democracy and whether it is intrinsically associated with 
peace and stability. Paris is especially clear on this:

The purpose of this book, however, is not to reject the Wilsonian peace-
building strategy in its entirety, but to expose the weaknesses of the naive 
version of Wilsonianism that informed the missions of the 1990s. Indeed, I 
shall argue that peacebuilders should preserve the broad goal of converting 
war- shattered states into liberal market democracies, because well- 
established liberal market democracies tend to be peaceful in both their 
domestic affairs and their relations with other states. The challenge, 
however, is to devise methods of achieving this Wilsonian goal without 
endangering the very peace that the liberalization process is supposed to 
consolidate.

(Paris 2004: 7)

Rather, what they do is to question elements of the process of transition to demo-
cracy and whether these are associated or not with stability. The assumption is 
still that democracy constitutes the ideal, and most peaceful, way of life – if it is 
properly realised. In Amy Chua’s words, ‘the best political hope for these coun-
tries lies in some form of democracy’ (Chua 2003: 263). This is not to give the 
impression that the contributions to this volume develop an anti- democratic 
programme, but to say that they do interrogate whether the idea of democracy is 
peaceful as such – both historically and conceptually. The result is a very 
different, and much more cautious, perspective on the presumed benefits of the 
democratic ideal.
 Nicholas Onuf and Peter Onuf spearhead this charge with a provocative 
chapter on the emergence of modern international relations and the nation- state; 
exposing how both were partial expressions of the democratic principle, and 
their relationship to mass warfare. As they state at the start of the piece:

Our purpose in this chapter is to show how emerging ideas of democratic 
self- government did not, and could not, lead to the republican millennium – a 



Introduction  5

new epoch of peace and prosperity – that revolutionaries once anticipated 
and peace theorists still await. To the contrary, democratization enabled the 
governments of modern nation- states to expand the coercive capacity of 
states in pursuit of interests they defined as vital for their nations’ well- 
being. By doing so, democratization played an important part in unleashing 
‘the dogs of war’.

(Onuf and Onuf, this volume: 16)

Ian Clark is less blunt in his chapter titled ‘Democracy in international society’, 
He does not tie democracy directly to conflict, but he does suggest that demo-
cracy’s manifestation in international society, in world politics, often appears as 
a form of exclusion when that society has traditionally been based on inclusion 
and pluralism. He traces this phenomenon through to contemporary proposals 
for establishing a league of democracies, enjoying special rights and duties, and 
the resistance to this, by states not sharing in these values. Chantal Mouffe 
brings this point home in her chapter ‘Democracy in a multipolar world’, in 
which she argues that this exclusion – politics in its antagonistic form – is 
likely to lead to violent confrontation. As a remedy to this, she defends an ago-
nistic approach to democratic politics that treats other cultures and ways of 
organising political life as not intrinsically illegitimate. Her point is not that this 
will remove conflict, but merely that it will make it less likely and less 
uncompromising.
 In their respective contributions, Christopher Hobson and Sandra Halperin 
offer analyses of democracy’s relationship to liberalism and capitalism. Seeing 
that ‘liberal’ has almost become synonymous with ‘democratic’ in today’s world 
(note the quote by Bush above), Hobson’s argument, that most liberals in an 
earlier period of history were deeply suspicious of the democratic ideal, urges us 
to pause and reflect. Liberals tended to share in the general opinion that demo-
cracy was ‘a dangerous and unstable form of rule which inevitably led to anarchy 
or despotism’ (Hobson, this volume: 66). Similarly, Halperin unsettles the ortho-
dox narrative of how free- market capitalism and open societies are stepping 
stones for the consolidation of democratic regimes. She reverses this causal link, 
and argues that it was in fact primarily the mobilisation of the working class for 
the First World War that led to democracy, embedded free- market economies 
and expanded political liberties. It was the threat of popular revolution that made 
the bourgeois classes compromise and give in to worker demands in these areas.
 Further developing the destabilising role of democracy, in their chapter, 
‘Mobilising (global) democracy: a political reading of mobility between 
universal rights and the mob’, Claudia Aradau and Jef Huysmans explore the 
democratic role of the mobile masses as agents of change that challenge 
established authority and structures. This challenge is not only domestic, as 
Halperin’s piece documents, but global. Aradau and Huysman’s political reading 
of mobility challenges the internationalist and cosmopolitan aspirations for a 
formalised and stable democratic politics by recapturing the disruptive elements 
of democratic mass participation.
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 Taken together, the contributions to this volume thus provide a much more 
comprehensive and multifaceted perspective on the value of democracy for 
peace and stability in world politics. They challenge one of the key arguments 
made for democracy promotion and interventionary politics in world politics, 
moving beyond the more limited focus on problems of transition that currently 
occupies much of the literature.

History and progress
The ways in which we understand the history of democracy fundamentally shape 
how we understand both its present and its future, which seems obvious but is 
often ignored, despite the reality that our historical understandings strongly limit 
the political possibilities that are considered legitimate across a wide range of 
states and other political communities today. The political force of these limits 
today is, in no small part, premised on the ideas both that it promotes peace and 
stability, as discussed above, and that it represents a historically advanced and 
stable form of government. Any critical interrogation of the meanings of 
democracy and democratic politics today must also interrogate and unsettle the 
dominant stories that are told about its emergence and apparent victories in the 
past.
 The rapid ascendance to international prominence of Fukuyama’s End of 
History thesis (1989) for example did not so much reflect a considered turn in 
the academy towards a neo- Hegelian theory of History and a Nietzschean 
reading of man’s nihilistic condition in modernity. More simply it told the 
History of democracy in a way that a particular and powerful post- Cold War 
audience in the United States wanted to hear, and consequently provided an 
intellectual justification for the resurgent liberal thinking and policy- making that 
were pursued through the 1990s and 2000s that was expressed forcefully but was 
conceptually ambiguous. Its central contention – that the marriage of capitalism, 
liberalism and democracy expressed in the State represented the end of man’s 
struggle for political recognition – was one eagerly seized upon, unsurprisingly, 
by supporters of American power to give their agenda momentum. What was 
startling and compelling about Fukuyama’s argument was not simply that it 
endorsed the stability and supremacy of the American form of political commun-
ity, but that the elimination of alternatives was a property of the Historical 
process itself, giving it not a parochial but universal significance.
 While it may have been the neoconservative movement that took with most 
alacrity to Fukuyama’s predictive claims and critique of political realism, a more 
minimalist version of the claim that capitalism, liberalism and democracy were 
stable, historically self- reinforcing and normatively desirable had long been 
broadly accepted across the mainstream of Western academic literature on world 
politics. The argument that liberal democracy was ‘the only game in town’ was 
popular among even those that had reservations about the obvious desirability of 
this powerful consensus (Cox 1998). The globalisation literature, both critical 
and supportive, that emerged from the early 1990s onwards also tended to view 
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the growth of capitalism, liberalism and democracy as mutually reinforcing 
historical trajectories which were now, for various reasons accelerating and 
spreading at an exponential rate, as well as in ways which were making the 
territorial organisation of politics less primary in world politics (Scholte 2000).
 The presumed historical naturalness of the relationship between capitalism, 
political liberalism and democracy in particular had informed US and Western 
European foreign policies both during and after the Cold War, that worked on 
the assumption that democracy in the rest of the world would emerge and even-
tually be consolidated through the process of further political and economic lib-
eralisation and integration into multilateral and capitalist international 
institutions, as had seemed to happen with Europe and Japan. After the end of 
the Cold War, it became even easier to implicate the specific attributes of liberal 
democracy with inclusion into global capitalism under the more general 
developmental, technical rubric of ‘good governance’ (Williams and Young 
1994), a principle which continues to animate many forms of co- operation and 
intervention with formerly colonised countries.
 This strategy for democracy promotion considered elements such as perform-
ance legitimacy (Huntington 1991), the growth of a middle class (Inglehart and 
Welzel 2005), and the socialisation of elites as key factors in the emergence of 
democracy, all of which were compatible with the increasing influence of a 
market economy and liberal political values. For political scientists such as 
Huntington, the use of a liberal procedural version of democracy as the basis for 
analysis had the further benefit of allowing for comparison and evaluation from 
afar. As Skinner (1973) argued with regard to Dahl, however, the result of natu-
ralising a very particular view of democracy with a view to its observability and 
processual character was a necessarily conservative ideological move couched in 
the language of ‘neutral’ inquiry.
 It is against this background assumption of the naturalness of the relationship 
between capitalism, liberalism and democracy that apparent ‘puzzles’ in the 
study of world politics have emerged over the last two decades. Why did some 
states have only ‘incomplete’ transitions to democracy? Why were there 
‘reversals’ in democratisation? How can we account for the spread of illiberal 
democracies? How has China managed not to democratise given its economic 
liberalisation? The structure of these questions reveals the deep way in which 
historical assumptions about the force and inevitability of this triadic relation-
ship have dominated thinking about democracy.
 Alternative, dissident literatures on democracy arose however, particularly 
out of historical and sociological approaches to the question of democracy, con-
sideration of which was for a long time excluded from the dominant paradigms 
which sought to understand world politics, despite the attempts of some to bring 
them into the study of world politics (Halliday 1987; Rosenberg 1994). Core 
contributions to this included literatures on contentious politics (McAdam et al. 
2001), structural violence and needs frustration (Galtung 1969; Burton 1990), 
and social conflict (Mann 1999). While these mostly focused on the relationship 
between democracy, politics and violence as expressions of modernity, they also 
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offered some intellectual resources and inspiration for re- thinking the assumed 
historical relationship between democracy, liberalism and capitalism within and 
between states, the task taken up by the contributors in this volume.
 In her chapter exploring the rise of democracy in two paradigmatic cases, 
Sassen argues that historically the industrialising classes, associated with the rise 
of the liberal rights- bearing subject of politics, pushed for the institutionalisation 
in law of a deeply unequal relationship between capital and labour, whereby the 
rights of capital to continue production systematically trumped claims made by 
workers for autonomy, better pay demands and working conditions. The ongoing 
inequalities of power and opportunity within liberal democracies, where all cit-
izens are formally equal, relate specifically to the efforts during the evolution of 
capitalist liberal democracy to protect capital. This put restrictions on the kind of 
democracy that could be envisaged both at the time and in the present day. This 
argument complements that of Halperin’s chapter, which argues that the aspects 
of mass participation in European democracies did not emerge as the gifts of a 
progressive liberalism, but rather were the somewhat inadvertent result of the 
working class being substantively mobilised for the purpose of industrial warfare 
and as a result improving their economic and political power. This created a plat-
form from which various rights could be claimed. These chapters suggest that 
the assumption that the growth of capitalism and the ideal of the liberal subject 
were historically drivers of democracy is a deeply flawed one; indeed, the 
message seems to be that capitalist economic structures and the rapid develop-
ment of property rights suppressed or at least did not encourage full and equal 
participation in the democracies that eventually emerged. This is a key argument 
particularly in terms of the contemporary attempts to link the promotion of 
capitalist growth automatically with the concept of democracy in ‘transition’ 
countries – the cautionary tale is that the concepts may well conflict, and indeed 
that the politics of emerging class interests condition the nature of the political 
settlement achieved in the name of democracy.
 Key to all of these chapters is the conviction that historically democracy has 
primarily implied struggle and the making of substantive claims for the redistri-
bution of power and legitimacy in a political system. Onuf and Onuf argue, 
reading the events through Tocqueville, that the emergence of democracy in 
America was only contingently associated with constitutional politics and liberal 
restraints on government. Rather, it gathered its force from the imaginary of a 
democratic nation, which itself was created through the processes of Revolution 
and War. This made it a force that could be highly destructive when challenged 
and one not tempered by various anti- democratic constraints, as the Civil War 
demonstrated.
 The historical fear of being overwhelmed by the force of democratic struggle 
also comes across clearly in Hobson’s piece which historicises the concept of 
democracy, and in particular the various ways in which it was perceived to 
conflict with and threaten established values of liberalism. By re- focusing our 
historical gaze on the rise of democracy as an embedded form of political strug-
gle that produces its own momentum and force, the idea that democratisation 
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can be brought about through mechanisms of internationally sponsored good 
governance is brought into question. More fundamentally, the question is raised 
as to whether the dominant contemporary conceptions of ‘democracy’ that 
inform world politics – that is, the equation with contested periodic elections and 
the rule of law – ultimately neuter the historically radical political potential of 
democracy to challenge distributions of power and legitimacy through the strug-
gle for substantive rights and recognition beyond those offered by liberal 
capitalism.

Membership and the democratic subject
Because membership in a democratic polity is in theory maximally inclusive, the 
question of membership in such political community is inherently controversial. 
By enabling claims to political power based on equal rather than hierarchical 
status, democratic government generates social instability not as a simple histor-
ical fact, but as part of the inherent logic of the idea. For this reason discourses 
about stability and progress that surround our contemporary understanding of 
democracy are fundamental to its prestige. Yet, these assumptions also depend 
upon a further one, that the privileged subject of democracy, ‘the people’, is a 
coherent and identifiable political subject. Despite the invitation of universal par-
ticipation, exclusions and limitations of membership undermine democratic 
openness, making it much easier for powerful political actors to take up the par-
ticipatory mantle despite the persistence of hierarchy in the social order.
 Aristotle grasped this tension and his rejection of democracy reflects this; it 
was not enough to limit democratic membership to citizens (already an exclusive 
category), it was necessary that political power be limited to the most virtuous in 
an ideal state (Aristotle 1996: Books III and IV). Closer to our own time and 
reflecting an early recognition of the linkage between domestic and international 
politics, Kant insisted that democratic participation be strictly limited by a right-
ful republican constitution and that each state be maintained as an independent 
body (Kant 1989). For Kant, the democratic subject was necessarily constrained 
by law and represented, rather than actually present, in political institutions. Yet, 
an important link was created between the people governed by a rightful consti-
tution, as an expression of their rational autonomy, which in turn justified the 
independence of states, limiting republican government to the domestic sphere 
and making the international a distinct political space. In many ways this under-
standing of democratic membership and the political subjects of ‘the people’ and 
‘the state’ are preserved today, as are Kant’s reliance upon claims regarding the 
pacific nature of democratic government progressively realised.
 The democratic citizen, as the individual rights- holder of liberal theory, 
bound in common cause with the nation, is assumed to be distinctly rational, 
opposed to wasteful and destructive wars, interested in prosperity and peace and 
able to hold the power of the state to account. Literature on the democratic peace 
is populated with such characters, assumed to be an adequate stand- in for actual 
citizens (Doyle 1986). Where membership in the nation is linked with less 
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desirable results the democratic subject is seen as distracted and deluded by the 
forces of nationalism and ethnic identity, which prevent the realisation of demo-
cracy (Snyder 2000). Where deeper social ties of democratic politics are 
acknowledged, such that the character of the citizen is given context and history, 
national identity is tamed and made to serve the peace and prosperity promised 
by participatory government. The people become a social body linked by 
common cause, shared history and cultural identity and their power an expres-
sion of a general will.3 This common identity is seen as vital to progress and 
development, as is exemplified again and again in literature on state- building and 
development where ethnic, religious and tribal conflict undermines the demo-
cratic collective identity necessary to the modern nation- state, which is taken to 
be the proper end of political development, the final embodiment of moral and 
stable government.
 The democratic state in the international realm receives further privilege in 
liberal internationalist thought. Taking inspiration from Kant’s dreams of a per-
petual peace, liberal thinking has assigned self- determination moral and political 
power, which gives virtuous and powerful democratic states distinct privilege in 
world politics (Ikenberry and Slaughter 2006a). These liberal hopes gave birth 
first to the League of Nations, and then the United Nations – though in a con-
flicted form, as principles of sovereign equality sit uneasily with standards of 
legitimate government based on liberal democratic standards within the UN 
charter and through later developments. This democratic privilege justifies 
projects of intervention, development, state- building and human rights protec-
tion, which in turn attempt to replicate democratic subjects – citizens, peoples 
and nation- states – bringing political life to a harmonious resolution within and 
without state boundaries. The recent debates over R2P bring this into focus as 
the document is claimed to add no new responsibility to the UN charter while 
also clearly making states responsible to their people. While the privilege 
accorded to liberal democratic powers and the faith of internationalists in the 
power of multilateral institutions is often critiqued, these criticisms are rarely 
articulated in terms of the assumptions about democratic politics upon which 
they are based. Individual citizens are not actual parties to a contract, the people 
are never a given social identity and the state is not unambiguously the only or 
best space for democracy – but to admit these facts puts the privilege accorded 
to ‘the people’ within the state, as well as the ‘nation- state’ as their representa-
tive, into question.
 Liberal cosmopolitans expose a tension in democratic thought by playing 
upon an important dissonance hidden in this harmonious score. If the indi-
vidual’s moral rights justify democratic government, how is the exclusion of 
national democracy legitimate? Especially in our contemporary age when the 
forces that affect individuals extend beyond the confines of the nation- state, it 
seems that democratic subjects and membership are evolving beyond nationalist 
and statist frames, or so cosmopolitans argue (Archibugi 2008). While cosmo-
politanism remains a critical position, it has achieved a degree of dominance that 
warrants critical interrogation. This is all the more important because much 
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cosmopolitan thinking depends upon questionable assumptions that there is a 
universal democratic subject, the rights- bearing individual, who is located, ulti-
mately, in the political community of humanity. Both the universal citizen and 
the community of humanity are contested ideas that are all too often over-
whelmed by the chorus of democracy’s praises. David Held, in his chapter, 
reprises his influential defence of cosmopolitanism by challenging fundamental 
assumptions about the necessity of the state both in protecting individuals and 
enabling their political participation. While many of the chapters in this volume 
are critical of elements of Held’s position, they share common ground on con-
testing fundamental assumptions of citizens, peoples and nation- states.
 Chantal Mouffe provides a model for an alternative international politics, 
which has affinities with traditional pluralist international thinking but is a 
distinctive conclusion that advocates an agonistic understanding of democracy in 
world politics – moving beyond mere tolerance of different internal orders 
within states, which essentially drains international politics of ethical content, 
she encourages an agonistic democratic political orientation based in mutual 
respect through contestation. Following a related line of questioning Onuf and 
Onuf charge the democratic revolutions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries with fomenting a tempestuous and violent international politics caused by 
the inherent instability of democratic subjects. Citizenship, the people and the 
borders of the nation- state are all ambiguous and open to change, in a democracy 
failing to recognise that volatility is risky. For this reason they are critical of 
cosmopolitan thinkers who attempt to expand democracy without acknowledging 
that popular politics are almost never the rational and moral affair cosmopolitans 
predict. Likewise, Sassen looks to the historical emergence of democratic 
citizenship to reveal the revolutionary tendencies of democratic participation. 
Her chapter traces the formation of the legal subject in early democracies, 
highlighting that the initial democratic subject is much more a liberal bourgeoisie 
subject – a property owner, whose rights to ownership and contract are vital pro-
tections – than an equal democratic subject. She illustrates this point by high-
lighting the way in which the labouring class was disadvantaged by the 
construction of legal subjects in early democratic states.
 Further, Aradau and Huysmans argue that the mobility of the masses, of the 
mob, was as important to the development of democracy as the establishment of 
a universal rights- bearing subject. The mob not only provides one of the key 
bases for the development of democracy by disrupting the political order before 
it can be tamed and institutionalised as ‘the people’ or ‘the nation’, but today the 
mobility of democratic masses retains its political force. The illegal movement 
of migrants and their attempts to exert democratic rights undermine the idea that 
the nation- state is natural or constant. In his chapter, Daniel Bray also under-
mines the territorial assumptions of democratic politics, but without resorting to 
conventional cosmopolitan strategies that presuppose a universal form of polit-
ical community based on one’s humanity. Instead, drawing on pragmatic philo-
sophy, he points toward the development of democratic publics around particular 
issues and problems in world politics that either cannot be contained within state 
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borders or by their nature exceed them. He looks at the way global responses to 
environmental crises generate concrete sites of democratic politics that are not 
tied to either the territorial state or a national identity. Finally, David Chandler 
provides a troubling critique of cosmopolitan approaches to democracy. In his 
chapter he faults both liberal and poststructuralist forms of cosmopolitanism for 
severing the democratic subject from any site of politics. While it might be the 
case that the assumed universality of the rights- bearing democratic subject is 
false and that the territorial state cannot effectively respond to social forces that 
shape contemporary life, the cosmopolitan response, Chandler suggests, is an 
evasion of the real question of what form and in what space will democratic pol-
itics take place if not within the sovereign state.

Conclusion
This critical project begins from the premise that ideas of democracy are not sin-
gular or simple, a prospect that does not sit comfortably with the contemporary 
role of democracy as a widely spread political currency that is exchanged for the 
political legitimacy to intervene, authorise, rule, excuse and defer in its name. 
Collectively, the pieces in the volume seek to show that the place and role of 
democracy in world politics is contingent, unstable and historically fragile, 
emerging through political struggle and disturbing the boundaries of world pol-
itics itself. As we have argued in this introduction, democracy and its emergence 
is both conceptually and historically associated with tumult and instability as 
well as peace, and has been suppressed by as well as survived alongside capital-
ism and liberalism, as its force and meaning have changed over time. Looking at 
the horizons of contemporary world politics, the new potential subjects of demo-
cracy – the agonistic mobs – emerge as simultaneously emancipatory and threat-
ening in their demands, and the promises of progress and peace that were held 
out centuries ago look increasingly chimerical. Yet, it is this very instability and 
elusiveness that maintains democracy’s perennial promise – that it may yet 
renew itself as a dynamic discourse of empowerment for the many and not the 
few. Through unsettling the ways in which power has appropriated the history 
and ideals of this agenda, we may yet be able to imagine alternatives.

Notes
1 We use the standard upper cases to denote the discipline as opposed to its subject 

matter.
2 Paradoxically, the war on terror was a key element in Bush’s successful re- election 

campaign, suggesting that sometimes you can in fact be elected on the ‘promise of 
war’.

3 A contemporary example of this line of thinking is found in Walzer (1983).
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2 Democracy in America and 
democracy in the world today

Nicholas Onuf and Peter Onuf

What is the historical connection between contemporary conceptions of interna-
tional relations and of democratic self- government? Scholars tend to treat the 
political relations of states and the political arrangements within states, including 
‘democracies’, as distinct domains, subject to distinctive modes of analysis and 
assessment. We are hardly the first to contend that this distinction is untenable 
and misleading (see Gourevitch 2002 for a still useful summary). Beyond ritual 
affirmation of what has become a platitude of the moment, there has been some 
effort to show how these two domains relate to each other, chiefly through policy 
choices and constraints. Such analyses are consistent with the premises of posi-
tivist science, which presupposes that any observable whole consists of discrimi-
nate, causally connected parts. They disavow or disallow the possibility that 
some wholes are made whole and that their very existence gives them emergent 
properties. No analysis starting with parts can ever be complete; history confirms 
what analysis cannot show, that historicist scholarship can reassemble what posi-
tivist science must sunder.
 New conceptions of politics, international and domestic, emerged at the same 
moment and as a whole. They began to do so in the ‘Age of the Democratic 
Revolution’, which took over the last decades of the eighteenth century, 
unleashed unimagined energies and redefined modernity. Having destroyed what 
contemporaries called the ‘old regime’, these same energies precipitated a polit-
ical transformation that took additional decades for observers, such as Alexis de 
Tocqueville, to see clearly as a whole. A force to be reckoned with even after a 
century, the politics of transformation gave rise to claims of national self- 
determination and fostered democratic aspirations throughout the ‘civilized’ 
world and beyond (Palmer 1959–64; P. Onuf 2007). To this day, national and 
democratic aspirations constitute an indissoluble conceptual unity, however 
much betrayed in the political practices of leaders and misconstrued by scholars.
 At the heart of this transformation was the emergence of the nation- state. 
Evident only in hindsight, conceptually without precedent, the nation- state con-
sists of a particular people (or nation) with a territorially demarcated apparatus 
of impersonal rule (or state). The state is not just a container, as scholars often 
say, but functions as an exoskeleton for the nation as a ‘living thing’. The func-
tional fusion of nation and state simultaneously assured peoples their sovereignty 
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by granting sovereignty to states in their relations and authorized governments to 
act on behalf of peoples formed into states. Nationalism and state- building are 
not transhistorical processes that happened to converge on the nineteenth 
century; neither is possible without the other.1
 As long as governments can plausibly claim to enact the people’s will, in the 
first instance by defending and promoting the state’s vital interests, those gov-
ernments may take a variety of forms. In the nineteenth century, these forms 
ranged from the revolutionary – in the case of the American and French repub-
lics – to the counter- revolutionary – the powers aligned against France and the 
reactionary regimes that sought to sustain a restored European peace after 1815. 
But all governments in the post- Revolutionary world had to meet the new 
‘national’ and implicitly ‘democratic’ standard of legitimacy. Even as they 
sought to suppress Jacobins, ‘red republicans’, socialists and other professedly 
‘democratic’ elements that endangered political and social stability, they 
appealed to a Rousseauian general will even as they ignored, repudiated or cor-
rupted democratic procedures.
 The counter- revolutionary outcome of revolutions in Europe obscures the 
profound impact of these upheavals on modern politics. States constituted a 
system – a liberal society of sorts – in the nineteenth century’s early decades 
through their reciprocal recognition as independent states with rights and duties 
to each other.2 The long nineteenth century confirmed the legitimacy of this 
system as governments behaved more or less predictably toward each other. 
How they behaved in the rest of the world also mattered, but only to the extent 
that other states, recognized as such, were adversely affected.3 At least to a 
limited extent, these behaviours could be codified and controlled by the opera-
tions of the diplomatic system and according to the canons of international law 
because states were presumed to pursue their fundamental, long- term interests.
 Because states and nations were (and still are) working wholes, state interests 
were understood to be those of their respective peoples. Less obviously, inter-
state relations were thought to become more lawful and predictable because they 
were international relations. Whatever liberal- minded jurists and tradition- bound 
diplomats envisioned later in the nineteenth century, these relations did not 
become more orderly and predictable. That the world of modern nation- states 
finally collapsed in general war and massive bloodshed in the next century has 
further obscured the common origins of modern conceptions of democracy and 
of international relations in the Revolutionary Age.
 Our purpose in this chapter is to show how emerging ideas of democratic self- 
government did not, and could not, lead to the republican millennium – a new 
epoch of peace and prosperity – that revolutionaries once anticipated and peace 
theorists still await. To the contrary, democratization enabled the governments of 
modern nation- states to expand the coercive capacity of states in pursuit of inter-
ests they defined as vital for their nations’ well- being. By doing so, democrat-
ization played an important part in unleashing ‘the dogs of war’ (D.A. Bell 2007). 
The history of the US, the first great self- professed modern democracy, illuminates 
the emergent properties of modern nations linked as states in a self- validating 
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system of competitive, often hostile relations. As a visitor, Tocqueville understood 
that Democracy in America represented the shape of things to come as more and 
more peoples constituted themselves nations and nations became states.
 Americans precociously embraced the characteristically modern idea of 
equality. These rights- conscious democrats were also nationalists, hyper- 
sensitive to slights and ever eager to assert their collective greatness (Toc-
queville 2004: 106). Far from eschewing and transcending power, democratic 
Americans grasped the deeper logic of using government to mobilize abundant 
resources and turn them into coercive capabilities. It was no coincidence that the 
ascendancy of a militantly democratic political culture in Jacksonian America 
was also the era of ‘manifest destiny’.
 Tocqueville understood the connection: democracy made Americans a great 
and expansive nation, destined for continental, hemispheric and even global 
domination. ‘There are today two great peoples on earth’, he predicted, ‘who, 
though they started from different points, seem to be advancing toward the same 
goal: the Russians and the Anglo- Americans. . . . Each seems called by a secret 
design of Providence some day to sway the destinies of half the globe’ (Toc-
queville 2004: 475–6). As a student of modern social psychology, Tocqueville 
recognized the deeper affinities between democracy and despotism. Human 
yearnings for equality could easily be ‘degenerate’ impelling ‘the weak to bring 
the strong down to their own level’ (Tocqueville 2003: 67). Modern democrats 
‘want equality in liberty’, he concluded, ‘but if they cannot have it, they want it 
still in slavery’ (Tocqueville 2004: 584).
 The aristocratic Tocqueville’s forebodings about universal levelling and 
assertive foreign relations were leavened in America by republican principles 
and survivals of the old regime – decentralized constitutional government, the 
rule of law, the sway of preachers – that gave old liberties a new lease on life 
and suggested the broad outlines of his approach to the study of politics. The 
crucial point here is that Tocqueville agreed with democratic revolutionaries that 
they had wrought a fundamental political transformation, making the world 
modern by demolishing an old regime of hierarchy and privilege, but that he 
rejected their millennial hopes for the future. If equality was the defining fact of 
modern life, its ultimate implications were contingent, subject to various mitigat-
ing circumstances, ‘hidden reefs’ that might preserve the liberty of autonomous 
individuals (Tocqueville 2003: 306). In other words, Tocqueville recognized that 
democracy was the animating principle of modern nation- states, for better, as 
liberal internationalists hoped, and for worse, as political realists foresaw.
 From Tocqueville’s totalizing perspective, the Democratic Revolution trans-
formed political life in and among the nation- states that constituted the civilized 
world. Like contemporary peace theorists and most liberals, Tocqueville linked 
the character of regimes with their behaviour in the sphere of interstate relations 
(cf. Waltz 1959: ch. 4). But the keen observer of American democracy was less 
sanguine – and more sanguinary – about the kind of world democratic nation- 
states would constitute, for he recognized the tremendous power they would be 
able to deploy.
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 In this as in so much else, Tocqueville was prescient. Consider the world we 
live in now. Efforts to foster democracy, whether in local communities or for the 
whole of humanity, founder on the indifference of their proponents to the con-
ceptual unity of nation and state, democratic government and state system. It 
matters, but not enough, that many nations are imagined or indeed riven with 
genocidal violence, that many states are propped up or indeed fictions, that many 
governments are only nominally democratic or indeed exploited for personal 
gain, that the system is war- prone or indeed failing by virtue of its irrelevance to 
productive forces in the world economy, that the modern world has reached its 
limits or may indeed have already over- reached itself.

Disciplinary discourses
Political historians and scholars in International Relations (IR) look past the 
Revolutionary Age to discover the origins of their fields, whether in the post- 
Westphalian diplomatic system, Renaissance Italy or classical Greece. Similarly, 
students of democracy locate themselves in a field – one they call Political 
Theory and date back to the Greeks. Well before the Enlightenment, historians 
came to believe that writing about the past had to accord with a set of ruled prac-
tices making History a discipline; even before the discipline proclaimed itself a 
science, Enlightenment savants produced conjectural histories of human origins 
(Fasolt 2004; N. Onuf and P. Onuf 2006: 21–9). It is an open question whether 
IR has ever achieved disciplinary standing or remains, with Political Theory (a 
field that includes the history of political thought, normative political theory and 
so- called formal theory) a field of Political Science. While Political Science only 
became a discipline in the late decades of nineteenth century, IR emerged as an 
identifiable field of study only after the Second World War.4

 As a broad generalization, scholars in the US who ‘do’ IR are trained in Polit-
ical Science, and they share with most political scientists an attachment to the 
canons of positivist science. Scholars elsewhere are much more inclined to call 
IR a discipline, organize themselves into departments and forge alliances with 
Political Theorists who have historical and normative interests. Modern 
disciplines (or more precisely, modernist disciplines: Ross 1994) are more thor-
oughly institutionalized than fields and in some sense claim ‘sovereignty’ over 
their domains. They require pedigrees – ‘invented traditions’ that disguise their 
novelty, confer legitimacy and make disciplinary claims of independence credible 
(and thus make historians indispensable). By prescribing the proper subject of 
disciplined inquiry, genealogies proscribe other subjects and confirm a division of 
scholarly labour.5 According to these disciplinary genealogies, the principles that 
define international relations were articulated before there were nations or states, 
properly speaking, just as democracy’s conceptual underpinnings were articulated 
before the advent of modern democratic constitutions and governments.
 The thrust of the new social sciences (we could just as well call them the new 
human sciences) was to develop general theories and test them with systematically 
gathered evidence. Historicist reservations were muted, and History was instead 



Democracy in America  19

supposed to provide a comprehensive yet self- contained body of evidence to be 
mined for case studies and manipulated for statistical analyses. As positivist 
scholars searched for universal truths within disciplinary boundaries, they thought 
about History transhistorically, collapsing the distance between past and present, 
except insofar as they needed History for disciplinary validation. Paradoxically, 
new ways of thinking about History that were foundational to modern social 
science reinforced the tendency to minimize the significance of change in History: 
all effects have antecedent causes and their explanations are equivalent to 
predictions.
 IR has exemplified these broad tendencies over the last few decades: in the 
name of science, the field (as we shall call it) is defined theoretically by refer-
ence to a set of conditions that must arise in a world of multiple sovereignties 
but could only arise in such a world. Scholars in the field call this condition 
anarchy; one measure of its theoretical significance is the striking inability of 
these scholars to imagine a significantly different history of international rela-
tions since the nineteenth century.6 Not only does IR have a genealogy that sup-
ports its claim to uniqueness and independence by predating not just the field’s 
late arrival (as we have remarked) but also the conditions that presumably war-
ranted its development (Walker 1993: 26–49; N. Onuf 1998: 10–18). Even more, 
different versions of IR’s genealogy support rival dominant theoretical orienta-
tions, or interpretive idioms, explaining how a system of nation- states actually 
works. One is political realism, which anchors its theorizing about anarchy’s 
transhistorical effects in Thucydides, Machiavelli and Hobbes. The other is 
liberal institutionalism, which goes back to Grotius, Locke and Kant to show 
that anarchy is transhistorical but that the capacity to mitigate its effects is not.
 Both idioms flourished in the nineteenth century, and liberalism even more in 
the aftermath of the First World War. Yet economic depression and another 
round of catastrophic war assured realism’s dominance as IR emerged as a field. 
When realism had first emerged as an interpretive idiom in the wake of an earlier 
collapse of the European diplomatic system, it did so in a misleadingly ‘con-
servative’, even reactionary way. Just as old regime monarchies were ostensibly 
‘restored’ after the French revolutionary wars, the axioms of old regime diplo-
macy gained a new lease on life. Yet appearances were fundamentally deceptive, 
for old forms and language fit awkwardly with liberal practices, national senti-
ments, revolutionary disturbances and democratic reforms.7
 Monarchy could no longer be taken for granted as natural and legitimate in 
the post- Revolutionary era, but was increasingly seen as an ‘old’ and archaic 
form of rule, imposed on the peoples of Europe by force. Taught by experience, 
Tocqueville was acutely conscious that post- Revolutionary governments in 
France were artificial and ephemeral (Tocqueville 1987). He understood that old 
regime hierarchy and privilege had been demystified and demolished by the 
ascendant equality principle, and that the politics of class would have a chroni-
cally destabilizing effect in France and across Europe. He also recognized that 
states and societies could become realigned in ways that jeopardized liberty and 
subverted the virtues that had once flourished in the aristocratic old regime. Yet 
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Tocqueville was no reactionary, for he recognized that the Democratic Revolu-
tion was irreversible. Conservative efforts to ‘restore’ a lost world would neces-
sarily fail.
 By focusing obsessively on power relations among states, realist theorists and 
statesmen could succeed in imaginatively reviving and restoring the world that 
the French Revolution destroyed, if only for a time. Most crucial to this project 
was the characteristically modern move to draw a bright and impermeable line 
between domestic and foreign, a line that would be policed by the state. In the 
diplomatic domain, nation- states that commanded monopolies of force and legit-
imacy were in theory created equal, notwithstanding discrepancies in their actual 
power and domestic arrangements (ranging from the traditional monarchy to the 
liberal ‘nightwatchman state’). Realists aspired to reconcile the tension between 
the rights of sovereign states and unequal state capacities. In doing so, they 
deployed the precepts of the old diplomacy in new ways: reason of state evolved 
from dynastic imperative into the enduring interest of a people or nation, repre-
sented by its government. The balance of power, once seen as the ‘constitution’ 
of an interdependent European republic or commonwealth, was now the tool of 
statecraft in an anarchic world. Finally, the ‘law of nations’, as natural law, was 
transformed into ‘international law’ – a minimal set of rules devised by govern-
ments to look like domestic law and make their day- to-day relations easier and 
more predictable (N. Onuf and P. Onuf 2006: 56–63).
 The realists who did so much to foster IR’s arrival as a field of study after the 
Second World War evinced a nostalgic affection for an era that stretched from 
Metternich to Bismarck. Realism has always drawn its support from Diplomatic 
History, which is to say, political history very narrowly construed. Conversely, 
diplomatic historians are typically realist in disposition and their acquaintance 
with IR as a field is largely confined to realist studies (Elman and Elman 2001). 
As realism’s rival in making sense of international relations, liberal institutional-
ism has always turned to international legal scholarship for reinforcement. Just 
as diplomatic historians are realist in disposition, international lawyers are typic-
ally liberal in their assumptions and values.8 However much realists may be sur-
prised to learn that the nineteenth century was the ‘golden age of international 
law’ (Nussbaum 1954: 232), international lawyers have long indulged in this 
nostalgic sentiment.
 That realists and liberals should be nostalgic for the same few decades has a 
simple explanation. Just as realists drew a bright and impermeable line between 
domestic and foreign, so too did liberals, and so must they both if they are to 
believe their joint claim that IR is an autonomous field. As we said, drawing the 
line is a characteristically modern move; in IR’s genealogy, it is Hobbes’s 
legacy. The bright line allows realists to carry on about Hobbesian insecurity 
from their refuge in liberal states and liberals to rationalize the uneven develop-
ment of liberalism. For liberal legal scholars, states have rights and duties toward 
each other, just as people do within at least some states. Thanks to the liberal 
principle (correlative right and duty) of non- intervention, liberal states are 
protected from other states meddling in their affairs, in exchange for their not 
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meddling in the affairs of those other states. Liberals assume the latter will 
become liberal as they benefit from a world economy operating on liberal 
premises and come to recognize the disproportionate benefits that liberal socie-
ties enjoy.
 The liberal hope that free exchange will benefit everyone, however unevenly, 
and that prosperity will mitigate Hobbesian insecurity does not disallow some 
institutional support (even beyond the nightwatchman state we mentioned 
above). Within states, liberals codify the requisite institutional arrangements in 
constitutions, ideally consisting of a division and balance of powers – reflecting 
what is historically a republican preoccupation with the common good – to 
prevent governments from consolidating and abusing the power to interfere in 
people’s individual pursuits. In such a constitution, itemized civil rights rein-
force republican constitutional arrangements. Undergirding these rights is the 
principle of equality, however restricted in application, and its procedural entail-
ments making people equal participants, in some way or another, in decisions on 
matters affecting them collectively. These procedures can vary considerably, but 
taken together they qualify a state’s government as what we would call ‘demo-
cratic’ – or not.
 The leading model for this liberal vision of a constitutional republic with a 
democratic government is the US and its Constitution, despite the complications 
arising from an elaborate federal design that raises questions about the ‘frag-
mentation of sovereignty’ and thus the very status of the federal union as a state 
(Tocqueville 2004: 187). As Tocqueville wrote in his discussion of the federal 
Constitution:

The government of the Union rests almost entirely on legal fictions. The 
Union is an ideal nation that exists only in the mind, as it were, . . . for the 
sovereignty of the Union is so enmeshed with that of the states that it is 
impossible at first glance to see where the boundaries lie.

(Tocqueville 2004: 186–7)

In this respect, the US blurs the line between the domestic and the international 
and therefore seems less than modern.
 For realists, federal arrangements weaken the state in the modern world of 
states; for liberals, these arrangements may solve the size problem that repub-
lics have always faced but they also promote the uneven development of a 
modern liberal society.9 In the liberal imagination, the appropriate model is a 
nation- state that takes the form of constitutional democratic republic. This is, 
needless to say, the grandest of legal fictions, subject to drastic simplification 
through the adoption of interchangeable and homogenizing labels: constitu-
tional democracies, democratic nations, liberal democracies, democratic repub-
lics. If Britain has no formal constitution, then it is granted an informal 
constitution by inference. By contrast, the liberal international society of the 
nineteenth century had no constitution. To have said it is a republic would have 
been archaic. States are nations by stipulation. That states are equal stems from 
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their being sovereign, and their participation in a liberal world of states is radic-
ally individuated. There is perhaps a crude sort of tribal democracy in their rela-
tions, but none of the democratic procedures that distinguish liberal societies in 
a civilized world.
 Nineteenth- century liberals did, however, promote institutional developments 
to make a world of states a safe and prosperous place. International law was 
subject to codification and development, since the minimalist liberalism of the 
international system depended on an ordered set of unambiguous rules. Govern-
ments concluded bilateral trade agreements and extended most favoured nation 
status to counter the debilitating effects of unilateral mercantilist- realist policies. 
Governments also submitted themselves, if rarely, to the good offices and even 
the judgement of third parties. As the nineteenth century progressed and func-
tional bureaucracies emerged within governments, these bureaucracies engaged 
in multilateral cooperation across state frontiers. By the end of the century, gov-
ernments were assembling in highly visible public forums, giving some liberals 
hope that a world federal system was beginning to develop, with the primary 
organs of a modern republic incipient in periodic general conferences, arbitral 
panels and functional bureaucracies.
 Whether the bright line thus compromised was a fantastic dream of multiply-
ing fictions, or an inexorable feature of liberal prosperity, we shall never know. 
General war and great depression redirected liberalism domestically and so 
damaged it internationally that IR emerged as a realist enterprise. In this new 
field, international law ceased to be of interest, and international institutions 
were understood as instruments of or arenas for statecraft. Liberals who saw 
their own societies as constitutional democratic republican nation- states – or 
‘democracies’, in the conventional shorthand – assumed other societies would 
adopt similar regimes as they ‘modernized’. Even for liberals, the bright line 
hardly dimmed for half a century. There are democracies and there is a (more or 
less) liberal world stable enough for democracies to flourish.
 This duality of democracies and liberal world ignores, even suppresses, the 
fundamental transformation of the Revolutionary Age: revolutions are popular 
events, the demos is unleashed; first come democratic nations; constitutions, 
republican institutions, and interlaced liberal economies follow in train; a still 
minimalist international system is anything but stable, even if the need for 
stability is the one thing realists and liberals seem to agree on. Nothing illus-
trates liberal amnesia better than democratic peace theory. In the 1980s, liberals 
suddenly discovered that democracies do not make war with each other (thanks 
mostly to Doyle 1983) and rather fancifully attributed this insight to Kant, who 
was, after all, no ‘democrat’ in any contemporary sense of the term. Not only 
does this claim run liberalism, republican arrangements and democratic proce-
dures together, it presumes that they operate in tandem only within states; insofar 
as they do, then a minimalist liberal world will be safe for ‘democracies’ without 
any danger of becoming a constitutional democratic republic. The policy 
implications are clear enough: export democratic procedures, and the tail shall 
wag the dog and pacify the pack.
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Democratic revolution, liberal world
Amnesiac democratic peace theorists betray their impatience with the modestly 
progressive, incrementalist predilections of liberal institutionalists. In their 
eagerness to proclaim the ascendancy of the liberal, capitalist democratic form 
of government and the new era of peace and prosperity that will inevitably 
follow, the peace theorists echo the millennial language of democratic revolu-
tionaries two centuries earlier. These Revolutionaries also imagined that toppling 
the old regime of inequality, privilege and despotic power would bring history to 
an end. They were similarly impatient with the institutional infrastructure that 
stabilized relations and limited conflicts among the great powers, convinced as 
they were that the ‘aristocratic’ old regime was the root of all evil, including the 
chronic warfare that afflicted the poor peoples of Europe. Regime change was 
therefore their great panacea. In a new world of self- governing republics, war 
would no longer be the prime instrument of statecraft. As international bound-
aries ceased to be frontiers between belligerent powers, the bright line between 
foreign and domestic would disappear and old regime fiscal- military states 
would wither away.
 Visions of world peace in the Revolutionary Age accompanied and justified 
the massive mobilization of military force that demolished the diplomatic 
system of the old European ‘commonwealth’ or ‘republic’ even as it 
transformed the regimes of revolutionary and counter- revolutionary states. 
Contemporary peace theorists honour their Revolutionary predecessors by 
embracing Kant, ripping him out of this revolutionary context and imagining 
that the conditions he stipulated for peace have finally emerged, however belat-
edly (Mattes, 2011). The result of postponing the democratic millennium to the 
late twentieth century is, yet again, to overlook the fundamental transformations 
of the Revolutionary Age and the connections between democratic experiments, 
nation- state formation and modern war. The Democratic Revolution is thus 
consigned to the dustbin of history, with its leading lights accorded places of 
honour in a long tradition of theorizing toward the democracy we have finally 
begun to achieve.
 Teleological fantasies about democracy’s triumph and the end of history are 
predicated on forgetting what was so clear to those who lived through the Rev-
olutionary Age or to those who, in its aftermath, sought to make sense of the 
world it had made. For Tocqueville, ‘democracy’ – the ascendancy of the 
equality principle and the levelling of old regime hierarchies and distinctions it 
entailed – was the defining and irreversible fact of the modern world. Demo-
cracy was not a vision of a blessed future state, a work in progress to be real-
ized by suitably civilized, enlightened and prosperous peoples in the fullness of 
time. The principle of equality was instead the defining, ‘providential fact’ of 
the modern world: ‘it is universal, it is lasting and it constantly eludes human 
interference; its development is served equally by every event and every human 
being and all events as well as all men contribute to its progress’ (Tocqueville 
2003: 15). Democracy has never been a neutral term. Yet in Tocqueville’s 
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day, it did not carry the normative baggage that liberal institutionalists and 
constitutionalists now impute to it as they imagine an emergent condition, with 
equality linked to rights, rule of law and limited government.
 Today’s liberals may think themselves ‘democrats’, but this is only because 
they avert their gaze from the Democratic Revolution. They focus instead on 
contingent, epiphenomenal developments that were precociously modelled in the 
US, cherishing what were in fact survivals of the old regime. They fetishize con-
stitutions, especially the federal Constitution, and the procedural entailments that 
make citizens equal under the law, overlooking the release of popular political 
energy that destroyed the old regime.
 Despite his progressive sentiments, Tocqueville would have had little patience 
with these liberals.10 He eschewed the top- down approach that comes naturally 
to IR theorists who begin their analysis – beyond the bright line – with the sov-
ereign state, nominally equal to others, invoking notions of progress to imagine 
the ultimate emergence of their fantasy world. And it might be said of constitu-
tionalists (on the other side of the line) that they begin with the ‘fiction’ of the 
sovereign people giving itself a higher, fundamental law, and therefore con-
straining its own revolutionary action against existing or future inequalities 
(Morgan 1988). In both cases, ‘democracy’ is immobilized, displaced to the 
future or to a founding moment in the past.
 Democracy for Tocqueville was a dynamic, irresistible force, rising from the 
people. The US was destined to be a ‘great nation’ (a formula Tocqueville used 
repeatedly; see, e.g. Tocqueville 2003: 36, 44, 186, 777) because it was demo-
cratic, not because of the brilliant design of the federal Constitution drafted at 
Philadelphia in 1787. Travelling through the US during a period of escalating 
sectional tensions in the 1830s, Tocqueville recognized that the ‘federal govern-
ment is growing weaker by the day’. The union was ‘an accident’ and ‘will last 
only as long as circumstances’ remained favourable. ‘By creating order and 
peace’, the union had ‘brought about its own decline’ and ‘a single revolution, a 
change in public opinion, might shatter it forever’.
 Yet democracy would survive, he concluded, for ‘the republic has deeper 
roots’ (Tocqueville 2003: 464, 454, 464). The republican form of government 
was natural to the Americans (‘every village is a kind of republic, used to self- 
government’) and ‘the current trend in American society seems to me increas-
ingly toward democracy’ (Tocqueville 2003: 454, 469).

One should not, therefore, believe that it is possible to halt the rise of the 
English in the New World. The fragmentation of the Union and the ensuing 
war in this continent, the abolition of the republic and the resulting tyranny, 
may hold back their expansion, without being able to prevent the attainment 
of their inevitable destiny. No power on earth can block the advance of these 
immigrants to those fertile spaces which stand open everywhere to industry 
and which offer a refuge from every disaster. Future events of whatever 
kind will remove from Americans neither their climate, their inland waters, 
their great rivers, nor their fertile soil. Bad laws, revolutions, and anarchy 
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cannot destroy their taste for prosperity or that spirit of enterprise which 
seems the particular character of their race, nor can they snuff out com-
pletely the knowledge which lights their way.

(Tocqueville 2003: 482)

America was great because it was democratic, despite – not because of – the 
Constitution. The day would come, Tocqueville concluded,

when North America will be home to 150,000,000 people, all equal to one 
another, all members of the same family, sharing the same point of depar-
ture, the same civilization, the same language, the same religion, the same 
habits, the same mores, and among whom thought will circulate in the same 
form and take on the same colors.

(Tocqueville 2004: 475)

The equality principle, Tocqueville famously predicted, would give rise to mass 
society, an irresistible process of homogenization leading to unprecedented con-
centrations of power. This was what the advent of democracy meant for the 
modern world ‘Everything else is doubtful, but this much is certain. And this is 
something entirely new in the world, the implications of which imagination itself 
cannot grasp’ (Tocqueville 2004: 475).
 That Tocqueville should give such short shrift to the federal Constitution 
exposes the conceptual incoherence at the heart of modern theorizing about 
democracy. Liberal institutionalists and democratic peace theorists confuse and 
conflate democracy and liberty, equality and rights. In Tocquevillian terms, they 
fail to grasp the implications of a Democratic Revolution that changed 
everything, focusing instead on the more or less rapid progress of free, constitu-
tional and ultimately democratic government across the centuries – and across 
the great rupture of the Revolutionary Age. But as Tocqueville insisted, the 
history of liberty – the Whiggish narrative centring on the rule of law, constitu-
tional limits on government and the vindication of rights – should not be con-
fused with the history of democracy. Indeed, his fundamental point was that the 
convergence of these two narratives in America was fortuitous and contingent.
 Long before independence, Anglo- American colonists enjoyed an extra-
ordinary degree of liberty and equality under a community- based common law 
tradition and municipal institutions; they enjoyed ‘the results of the democratic 
revolution which we are undergoing without having endured the revolution 
itself ’ (Tocqueville 2003: 23). In Tocqueville’s France egalitarian impulses 
demolished the old regime and jeopardized the liberties that aristocrats had jeal-
ously defended against centralizing monarchs. But in America, the ‘taste for 
freedom’ was not a ‘vague and ill- defined feeling for independence. It was not 
based upon the passions of disorder but on the contrary love of order and the 
law . . .’ (Tocqueville 2003: 85).
 The preservation of liberty was Tocqueville’s great concern precisely because 
he recognized that it was at such risk under the new democratic dispensation. 
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The anatomist of modern democracy in its first great manifestation looked 
beneath America’s constitutional exoskeleton for the fevered pustules of des-
potic power that followed so organically from the equality principle. Constitu-
tional government, especially at the highest, federal level, was much less 
important than the ways in which the rule of law and associational, self- 
governing impulses arose from the people. The character of the people, not their 
constitutional contrivances, could alone explain the extraordinary coexistence 
and reciprocal reinforcement of equality and liberty in America. Tocqueville’s 
analysis thus moved up, from political culture, to show how egalitarian impulses 
could be harnessed and ‘the passions of disorder’ channelled into productive 
enterprises. Liberty- loving Americans could be – or, rather, could think of 
themselves as being – ‘equal’ without turning their world upside down, or 
revolutionizing property relations, or murdering aristocrats – or emancipating 
their many slaves.
 Tocqueville was the first great historian of the Democratic Revolution. His 
deeply personal sense of the profound and irrevocable change that had taken 
place in his own world inoculated him against both revolutionaries’ millennial 
fantasies and reactionaries’ restorationist nostalgia. More significantly, for our 
purposes, Tocqueville eschewed the complacent meliorism of liberal constitu-
tionalists and institutionalists. Democracy would not emerge in the fullness – or 
at the end of – time. The genie was out of the bottle: ‘equality of social con-
ditions’ was the ‘factor which generated all others’, the ‘fundamental fact’ 
shaping the history of America and the world, for better and for worse 
(Tocqueville 2003: 11). And the emergent democratic form was certainly not, as 
liberals imagined it, the antithesis of concentrated power. Even in the US, where 
for peculiar historical reasons ‘individualism’ flourished and ordinary citizens 
were jealous of their rights (Tocqueville 2003: 587–9), the equality principle 
facilitated unprecedented concentrations of power – as would become so abun-
dantly clear in the carnage of the Civil War.
 The age of the Democratic Revolution ushered in the world of modern ‘demo-
cratic’ nation- states, capable of wreaking unimaginable havoc on each other and 
on themselves. The bright line that Tocqueville drew between the lost world of 
the old regime and the new democratic world enabled him to see clearly how 
democracy changed everything, not only domestically – within increasingly 
competent and coercive nation- states – but also in the relations of states. In other 
words, Tocqueville could imagine a larger whole within which newly imagined 
and articulated parts – supposedly radically distinct and autonomous, but in fact 
reciprocally constituted – would emerge with such world- making clarity. It is 
ironic that Tocqueville’s brilliant insights in Democracy in America, his vision 
of the simultaneous emergence of national- democratic regimes and a geopolitics 
of expansive ‘great nations’ contending for domination, should have been 
obscured and superseded by self- congratulatory – or now, more fashionably, 
self- loathing – American exceptionalists, obsessed with their own character.
 Perhaps we can blame Abraham Lincoln for this outcome, for it was Lincoln 
who offered Americans a narrative of their history in which the cataclysmic 



Democracy in America  27

rupture of the Civil War was smoothed over, mass slaughter justified and repub-
lican government – ‘the last best, hope of earth’ (Lincoln 1862) – vindicated. 
The nationalist Lincoln distinguished the nation from its purpose, pointing it 
toward a long- distant end of history when ‘rivers of blood’ would cease flowing 
and peace and prosperity would reign across the world. He famously urged his 
countrymen to identify the cause of the rump Union with the new nation’s 
‘democratic’ origins in 1776, when Jefferson penned the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. ‘From these honored dead’, Lincoln told his audience on the battle-
field of Gettysburg,

we take increased devotion to that cause for which they here gave the last 
full measure of devotion; that we here highly resolve that the dead shall not 
have died in vain; that the nation shall, under God, have a new birth of 
freedom; and that Governments of the people, by the people, and for the 
people, shall not perish from the earth.

(Lincoln 1863)

Americans could tell themselves that their democratic experiment – exceptional, 
precocious, endangered, but emerging victorious in a great war – defined them 
as a people. They did not constitute a mere ‘nation’ among other nations, but 
instead embodied and represented those hopes for a more peaceful, freer, better 
world that the founding fathers imagined and liberals still cherish. Lincoln thus 
defined democracy and saving the Union in millennial terms, casting himself as 
the ‘humble instrument in the hands of the Almighty, and of this, his almost 
chosen people, for perpetuating the object of that great struggle’, the American 
Revolution (Lincoln 1861).
 What Americans do not tell themselves is that the Civil War itself expressed 
the genius of their democracy, unleashing the disorderly ‘passions’ of a deeply 
fractured, liberty- loving people. The price of northern victory was the destruc-
tion of ‘the Union as it was’ and the violation of democratic procedures and of 
the expressed will of the peoples of the seceding states. That these things should 
be done in the name of a people that no longer existed is the defining fiction, the 
central myth, of American self- understanding. And this idea of the democratic 
nation subordinated liberty to power: ‘let us have faith that Right, Eternal Right 
makes might’, Lincoln exhorted his fellow Americans before the war began, 
‘and as we understand our duty, so do it!’ (Lincoln 1860).

Democracy today
In the last twenty years, ‘democracy’ has been a byword, or perhaps a catch-
word, in public discourse. As related developments, the demise of the Soviet 
Union and the rediscovery of ‘civil society’ contributed to this phenomenon. The 
alleged triumph of liberalism and apparent democratization of many states 
fuelled it, as did the policy, adopted by the US government, of exporting demo-
cracy (understood, of course, as democratic procedures). Many commentators 
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believe globalization has given democratization its impetus. The globalization of 
civil society seems to have enabled the human rights movement, long stalled by 
government resistance, to punch holes finally in the legal wall between domestic 
and international affairs. Liberal lawyers began advocating ‘democratic govern-
ance’ as a human right (Franck 1992); liberal scholars in IR could worry about 
‘democracy- enhancing multilateralism’ (Keohane et al. 2009).
 In light of these developments, quite a few scholars – both liberal and critical 
– in IR and Political Theory turned their attention to ethical issues transcending 
national frontiers, in the process talking to each other as never before. Civil war 
and intervention gave longstanding ethical concerns a fresh urgency. So did all 
the talk prompted by globalization about the decline of the state and ‘erosion’ of 
sovereignty. When Chris Brown published Sovereignty, Rights and Justice: 
International Political Theory Today (2002), he could intimate that ‘interna-
tional political theory’ had achieved the recognition he had called for in Interna-
tional Relations Theory: New Normative Approaches (1992). Today, recognition 
of International Political Theory (IPT) as a (sub)field has led, as a measure of 
institutionalization, to a biennial conference and eponymous journal, where a 
new generation of scholars is finding its voice.
 As we have emphasized, scholars create genealogies to legitimate newly pro-
claimed fields of study. Brown seized on a particularly attractive possibility by 
tracing cosmopolitan and communitarian threads in the history of political 
thought and presenting them as alternative ways of thinking about the reach of 
ethical responsibilities in a world of states (C. Brown 1992: Part I; also see 
Thompson 1992, Boucher 1998). The cosmopolitan- communitarian binary gives 
IPT some historical heft and situates its concerns in the familiar framework of a 
debate (C. Brown 1999; Cochran 1999). Globalization provided an incentive for 
doing so: with the presumed erosion of sovereignty, the global and the local 
offer up competing points of departure as well as a novel dynamic displacing the 
relations of states in a minimally liberal international society with the thicker 
flows of a pluralist civil society now global in scale.
 No less a figure than Aristotle anchors cosmopolitanism and communitarian-
ism as entwined genealogies and endows the cosmopolitan- communitarian 
debate with a suitably grand stage. On the one side is the Aristotelian mantra that 
the whole is greater than the sum of the parts; on the other is Aristotle’s 
conviction that the size of the whole always matters in politics. Thus staged, the 
possibility, properties and limits of democracy are inescapable themes for 
debate, given Aristotle’s compelling claim that democracies must have few 
enough citizens that they can all knowledgeably participate, as equals, in public 
life. If the demos is a self- sufficient whole, a community fixed in place and scale, 
a republic is an institution first, subject to imaginative extension not by Aristotle 
but by his Stoic successors.
 Standard treatments of cosmopolitanism start with the universal city of the 
Stoics and Stoicism’s early modern florescence but skirt seventeenth- century 
humanist utopians before moving on to Kant. Not only do contemporary cosmo-
politans dwell on a few sparse passages in Kant’s work, they insist on Kant, not 
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Locke, Constant or Mill, as liberalism’s most authentic voice – one that is glo-
bally aware and ethically arresting (Bohman and Lutz- Bachmann 1997). Leaping 
from Kant to the present avoids any pressure to consider liberalism’s vicissitudes 
over the intervening two centuries. Even more conveniently, it affords cosmo-
politan liberals an opportunity to bring democracy into the picture, as if the pre-
ceding two centuries had settled any possible question of what democracy 
entailed. Today we see global democracy held up as a worthy goal in political 
practice and the inevitable end of history.11 As always, liberal instrumentalism 
and progressive teleology fold together in righteous certainty.
 Cosmopolitanism is the stronger thread in IPT’s entwined genealogy, com-
munitarianism the weaker thread. The Stoics had no counterpart; tribalism and 
the hordes of Asiatic despoilers had no defenders. Early modern republicans 
rediscovered the size problem, but it is Rousseau’s conception of the general will 
that exposes Political Theory to the full implications of the size problem: beyond 
a certain size and without established procedures for participation, consent can 
only be imputed. The republican Rousseau is to communitarianism what the 
republican Kant is to cosmopolitanism, but with greater justification. Yet Rous-
seau thought democracy was impractical – indeed ‘impossible’ – at any scale.

In the strict sense of the term, a genuine Democracy has never existed, and 
never will exist. It is against the natural order that the greater number govern 
and the smaller number be governed. . . . Besides, how many things imposs-
ible to combine does not this Government presuppose? First, a very small 
State where the people is easily assembled, and where every citizen can 
easily know the rest; second, great simplicity of morals to preclude 
excessive business and thorny discussions; next, much equality of ranks and 
fortunes, without which equality of rights and authority could not long 
subsist: Finally, little or no luxury . . .

(Rousseau 1997: 91)

After Rousseau, the communitarian genealogy typically turns to Hegel, the Volk 
and the Romantic German idealism of Gemeinschaft, whether expressed in reac-
tionary or radical terms, and ends there. While this genealogy may give critical 
theory an entrée to IPT, its large effect is to focus attention on the nation as a 
fictive community but eliminate any sense that such a nation is, as a product of 
the Democratic Revolution, necessarily an embodiment of the demos. The Rous-
seauian Tocqueville would have provided just this sense, yet he is conspicuously 
missing from IPT’s communitarian genealogy. Meanwhile, Political Theory has 
itself seen a communitarian revival, dating from the 1980s (Bellah et al. 1985; 
Etzioni 1998). In this movement, Tocqueville is more honoured than read (but 
see Taylor 1998 for an exception), the excesses of liberalism provide a foil, 
democracy is held up as an appealingly unspecific ideal and the nation is taken 
for granted as a frame of reference.
 To the extent international relations come into view, it does so as a warrant 
for claims that a ‘global normative synthesis’ is under way (Etzioni 2004). The 
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communitarian revival thus provides IPT with a ready- made rationale for a 
debate with cosmopolitanism but few resources for staking out a distinctive posi-
tion. Instead contemporary cosmopolitans and communitarians read the state of 
the world in strikingly similar terms. Their genealogies converge and their 
debate – a cosmopolitan affair, it must be said – shows little sign of intercommu-
nal incommensurability.
 Seyla Benhabib’s debate with Jeremy Waldron, Bonnie Honig and Will 
Kymlicka (Benhabib 2006) offers a telling illustration. Benhabib is a leading 
cosmopolitan thinker with a deep background in critical theory; her Tanner lec-
tures afforded Honig an opportunity to put forward a variant of the cosmopol-
itan position and Waldron and Kymlicka communitarian critiques. Yet the 
second of Benhabib’s two lectures pre- empted her interlocutors by emphasizing 
the interaction of ‘democratic iterations’ and universally valid cosmopolitan 
norms (2006: 47–9) and ‘the interdependence – never frictionless but ever 
promising – of the local, the national, and the global’ (2006: 74). In Benhabib’s 
synthesis, the local and global are conceptually anchored by their respective 
genealogies. By contrast, the national is, conceptually speaking, an empty set, 
into which popular concerns and government responses are relegated for incon-
clusive discussion.
 What does ‘L’Affaire du Foulard’ (Benhabib 2006: 51–61) say about the 
effects of democratic iterations on France as a constitutional democratic nation- 
state? ‘We have to learn to live with the otherness of others whose ways of being 
may be threatening to our own’, Benhabib answers. ‘How else can moral and 
political learning take place, except through such encounters in civil society?’ 
(Benhabib 2006: 60). The cosmopolitan- communitarian synthesis encourages a 
familiar kind of liberal utopianism. As such it reinforces realist scepticism. More 
to the point, it ignores the normative power and lasting effects of the Democratic 
Revolution. World- making is an historical process, marked by utopian dreams, 
liberal escapism, revolutions few and far between. The Democratic Revolution 
may have ended in 1815, or perhaps not until 1848, or 1917 when Lenin came to 
power, or 1949 when the Chinese Peoples’ Republic was formed. Yet its great 
achievement – a world of popular republics, of constitutionally democratic 
nation- states – lives on. Every democratic iteration invokes the Revolution and 
affirms its power.
 Democratic nations are here to stay, but they are hardly stable or secure in 
their constitutional arrangements. As Tocqueville saw so clearly, they are sus-
ceptible to factionalism, sectionalism, sectarianism, and what we have come to 
call class struggle. Republican institutions and liberal ways can reduce these 
fevers, but plebiscitary democracy and inter- nation tensions can make them 
worse. Just as civil society flourishes in good times, the breakdown of the civil 
order too often accompanies hard times and frightening social changes. We 
remind ourselves, sub voce, that the demos is vulnerable to demagoguery and 
despotism. We forget that civil war is a recurring feature of political life in 
democratic nations and, not just coincidentally, the liberal world (N. Onuf and P. 
Onuf 2006: 343–52).
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 Rousseau saw this at the dawn of the Democratic Revolution: ‘there is no 
government as subject to civil wars and intestine turmoil as Democratic or 
popular Government, because there is none which tends so constantly to change 
its form’ (Rousseau 1997: 92). Tocqueville anticipated civil war in the US. The 
demos unleashed in 1848, he walked the streets of Paris a frustrated politician 
amid ‘scenes of civil war’ (1987: 167). To paraphrase one of Tocqueville’s 
contemporaries, we might even say that civil war is a mere continuation of 
democratic politics by other means.

Notes
 1 The literature on nations and nation- building is voluminous. For further discussion 

and citations see P. Onuf (2004). Much of the literature on the state is not just critical 
but denies its conceptual relevance to modern political theory. Here see Bartelson 
(2001). Also of interest is recent discussion of the state (implicitly, nation- state) as a 
person. See ‘Forum on the State as a Person’ (2004).

 2 See further N. Onuf and P. Onuf (2006), where we argue that the liberal society of 
nations served as a model for incipiently liberal societies, and not the other way 
around.

 3 Again there is a vast literature, in this case much of it partisan. A good place to start is 
Bull and Watson (1984).

 4 On Political Science, and the social sciences generally, see Porter and Ross (2003), 
Part II; on Political Theory, see Gunnell (1993); on International Relations, see 
Schmidt (1997).

 5 It should be clear that we use the term genealogy in a general way, and not to signal 
an affinity for Michel Foucault’s Nietzschean conception of genealogy.

 6 No one makes this clearer than Waltz (1979). Against anarchy as an interpretive key, 
see N. Onuf (1989). On the unwillingness to imagine a different history, see Lebow 
(2010).

 7 Here, of course, we follow Henry Kissinger (1957). For the decades following see 
Schroeder (1994).

 8 See Koskenniemi (1989), where the genealogy of international law is presented as a 
‘doctrinal history’ tied to liberal political thought from the seventeenth century on. 
We should also point out that the field of International Law and the subject of interna-
tional law were so thoroughly co- constituted, at least in the nineteenth century, as to 
be indistinguishable.

 9 On the size problem in republican theory, see P. Onuf and N. Onuf (1993: 74–87). 
For Tocqueville’s perceptive comments on the size problem, see (2004: 179–85). On 
uneven development in the antebellum US, see N. Onuf and P. Onuf (2006: Part II).

10 The best modern study is Brogan (2006). Wolin (2001) is invaluable as an intellectual 
biography.

11 Indicatively, there is a vast recent literature on global democracy. In addition to what 
can be found in this volume, see Bohman (2007), Archibugi (2008).



3 Democracy in international 
society
Promotion or exclusion?

Ian Clark

Historically, international society’s attitude towards democracy has been highly 
ambivalent. To the extent that it has acknowledged its significance at all, it has 
held that democracy is a ‘unit level’ phenomenon, applicable to the states as 
members, rather than a feature to be incorporated directly at the ‘system level’. 
This ambivalence has, no doubt, reflected an appreciation that otherwise demo-
cracy creates acute tensions for international society. It is prone to manifest itself 
as a form of exclusion, even when international society might have a preference 
for inclusion. This chapter addresses the sources of international society’s reti-
cence, and the tensions to which its promotion of democracy currently gives rise. 
It is now commonplace for national governments routinely to affirm their intent 
to ‘continue to promote and support the spread of democracy’ (UK Cabinet 
Office 2008: 49), and to act collectively to do so. Is this wholly unproblematic?
 This theme, in addition, provides an interesting case study of the complex 
interplay between normative development, and the role within this of shifts in 
the material and ideological balance of power. It raises intriguing questions 
about the extent to which democracy has become a more widespread, and poten-
tially universal, norm within international society, as a result of a process of 
normative deepening and integration. Alternatively, does its current dissemina-
tion rather reflect favourable balances of power that have allowed the core states 
of the western system to socialize international society into their own preferred 
value system, both by encouraging and rewarding emulation, and also by pun-
ishing via forms of social exclusion?
 In a stimulating piece written a decade ago, James Mayall explored ‘Demo-
cracy and International Society’, and asked two key questions: ‘Can the internal 
constitution of states be determined by international society, and can interna-
tional society itself be democratized’ (Mayall 2000: 62)? This discussion is nar-
rower – democracy in international society – and is confined to how it has itself 
practised concerns about democracy. To that extent, it addresses the first ques-
tion only, since international society has largely eschewed the second, or at best 
offered a half- hearted response through the terms of the former. International 
society, by addressing democracy within states, has seemed to hope that the issue 
of democracy among them might become redundant. There are, of course, many 
other concerns about democracy that impact on international relations: whether 
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‘domestic’ democracy is being eroded by transnational conditions, and may be 
in need of ‘cosmopolitan’ supplements (Held 1995; Holden 2000; Marchetti 
2008), or about the potential for ‘transnational discursive democracy’ (Dryzek 
2006). These are not the focus of this chapter.

Membership and exclusion
International society’s initial commitment to a sovereignty- based pluralism pre-
cluded any overt expression of interest in the domestic constitution of states, 
democratic or otherwise. However, even as these concerns did first begin to 
impinge internationally during the nineteenth century, international society 
remained diffident. So robust was its reticence, that its great charters of the twen-
tieth century – the League Covenant and the UN Charter – made no explicit 
mention of democracy (Rich 2001: 20). However, this certainly does not mean 
that a commitment to democracy had no impact on the conception of the League, 
or on its practice. On the contrary, its membership policy was deeply imbued 
with this concern, and for the first time the resulting tension became apparent. 
Persuaded that autocracy was the source of war, and that only democracies could 
be receptive to the judgement of world public opinion – and so able to honour 
their commitments as members – Wilson initially sought the application of a de 
facto criterion of democracy as a test for League membership. There were sug-
gestions that the new organization be named a League of Democracies (on its 
recent reincarnation, see below). On 28 December 1918, Wilson had voiced his 
view that the League should support the spread of democracy, ‘and, eventually, 
comprise only democratic nation- states’ (Cohrs 2006: 32). The French, unusu-
ally, were happy enough to concur with this particular principle, and set out in 
their own blueprint for the League the condition that ‘no nations can be admitted 
to the League other than those which are constituted as States and provided with 
representative institutions such as will permit their being themselves considered 
responsible for the acts of their own Governments’ (R. S. Baker 1923: 153). This 
conveniently rationalized the exclusion of Germany (until its future bona fides 
could be demonstrated), as well as Bolshevik Russia. Unfortunately, the 
League’s new project of collective security (replacing a balance of power by a 
community of power) required an inclusive principle to have any hope of effec-
tiveness. The League could work only if all were on the inside, otherwise the 
outsiders would simply reconstitute a balance of power (as, indeed, they 
promptly did). The sotto voce implementation of a preferential policy of demo-
cratic membership had at once cut across this fundamental logic of the new 
security system.
 Wilson’s policy heralded a new trend for the twentieth century. I have 
previously referred to this as ‘another double movement’ (Clark 2001b). As a 
counterpart to Karl Polanyi’s analysis of the exposure to the market, and the 
reactive quest for forms of social and political protection, a similar movement 
can be discerned within the geopolitical arena (Polanyi 1944). For Polanyi, the 
great formative force during the nineteenth century had been the vulnerability of 
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society, under industrial capitalism, to the full effects of the unregulated market. 
In reaction, forms of state welfarism and interventionism were developed by the 
middle of the twentieth century to cushion its effects. The ‘double movement’ 
thus consisted in the fact that ‘markets spread all over the face of the globe’, but 
then, in response, ‘a network of measures and policies was integrated into power-
ful institutions designed to check the action of the market’ (Polanyi 1944: 76).
 An analogous development took place in international relations. The first 
movement was the creation during the late nineteenth and first two- thirds of the 
twentieth centuries of an international society that had become fully global in 
scope. However, as a ‘double movement’ in reaction to this more inclusive 
society, there emerged also from within a thicker version, committed to a dis-
tinctive set of economic and political values. This alternative vision has, at least 
since 1919 but more vigorously since 1990, sought to fashion a solidarist inter-
national society, committed to the market and to liberal democratic principles. 
Arguably, these political principles were actively to be promoted as a form of 
‘protection’ for the bloc of Western states now increasingly exposed to the 
vagaries and inconveniences of the open global political ‘market’, as it 
developed during the twentieth century.
 What this brought out is the increasingly deep- seated tension between ‘rule 
rationality’ and ‘value rationality’ in international society. It highlights the 
growing incompatibility between international society’s more overt commit-
ment to a certain form of state, as appropriate for membership, and the diver-
gent basis of its own pragmatic and pluralistic activities. The conundrum was 
how international society was to profess faith in a solidarist view of rightful 
membership, while simultaneously continuing to adhere to pluralist procedures 
for sanctioning collective international action. On the former, the explicit doc-
trine of international society now much more pointedly privileges state capacity 
for good governance, and democratic accountability and responsibility, and this 
is incorporated in a number of regional charters. On the latter, however, it tends 
still to operate on the pragmatic search for consensus, blind to the constitutional 
make- up of the individual states that form part of it. In this way, the substantive 
criteria for rightful membership now present a greater challenge to the proced-
ural norms that continue to underpin international society. This magnifies the 
looming tension between international society’s rhetorical preference for demo-
cracy as the constitutive form of the state, and its own inability to operate on 
that basis in undertaking international action. This connects with the idea, in 
Jack Donnelly’s terminology, that there are now two categories of outlaw 
states: ‘behavioural outlaws’, who violate norms, and ‘ontological outlaws’ 
who are outlaws ‘more for who they are than what they have done’ (Donnelly 
2006: 147). In its recent deployments, democracy has been used to foster the 
category of ‘ontological outlaws’, those found deficient for what they are rather 
than for what they have done. In that sense, some might emphasize the aggreg-
ate condition that ‘there is no fully satisfactory Arab model of democracy’ 
(Albright 2006: 219), rather than disaggregate the actual foreign policies 
pursued by individual Arab states.
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The end of the Cold War: democracy and regulation
The end of the Cold War needs to be understood in this context, as one import-
ant stage in the attempted advancement towards a more overtly normative style 
of international society, as defined by the core states within it. It remains to be 
seen how successful this attempt will be in the longer term. An interesting ques-
tion is how far this trend should be regarded as evidence of normative integra-
tion, or more as the consequence of the uneven distribution of state power 
resulting from the Cold War’s end. The way democracy has manifested itself in 
this new situation is as a revised standard of civilization, as the appropriate test 
for recognition for membership (Gong 1984; C. Hobson 2008a; Keene 2002; 
Murphy 1999). In short, the geographical extension of international society that 
accompanied the zenith and subsequent decline of the imperial age has evoked a 
second and counter tendency in its normative intensification, emanating from its 
core. Thus viewed, international society is subject to an attempted ‘reinvention’ 
(Dunne 1998), and the end of the Cold War marked a critical phase in that 
development.
 In an earlier work, the author suggested that the adoption of democracy as a 
fundamental norm of international society was part of the post- Cold War ‘regu-
lative’ peace settlement: it provided evidence ‘both for normative change and 
for the exercise of state power’ (Clark 2001a: 223). Collective subscription to 
liberal democratic principles was intended to entrench the new peace by regulat-
ing ‘not simply the international behaviour of states, but the very nature of the 
states themselves, as the best guarantee of their compliance with the norms of 
the new order’ (Clark 2001a: 235). Democracy promotion within the newly 
emerging states would thereby help consolidate the fortuitous pro- western shift 
delivered by the collapse of its Soviet protagonist.
 There had been little possibility of elevating liberal democracy as a norm of 
international society during the course of the Cold War. By the early 1990s, 
however, a considerable transformation was visible. ‘Today’, we were told, 
‘democracy constitutes the ideological core of world order’ (Olesen 2005: 109). 
Principles of liberal democracy had come routinely to be transfused to the 
periphery through international society’s post- Cold War peacebuilding missions 
in conflict zones (Paris 2002). It was not just that democracy was more preval-
ent: it came to enjoy a new status as a now authoritative principle of interna-
tional life. To illustrate the point, in the period from 1993 to 2000, the Security 
Council referred to democracy in fifty- three of its resolutions (Fox 2004: 69). In 
one ringing endorsement, it was typically suggested that the ‘norm of democracy 
has achieved striking universality in the current international system’ (McFaul 
2004–5: 148). So much was this so that some began to speak confidently of an 
emerging norm of ‘constitutional democracy as the only legitimate form of gov-
ernment’ (M. H. Halperin 1993: 105).
 The evidence for this promulgation of a more pronounced set of domestic 
legitimacy tests at the end of the Cold War is overwhelming. The concern with 
good governance went to the heart of the increasingly clear affirmation by 
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international society of its belief in the liberal peace, not just as academic theory, 
but also as the basis of international policy. This was no sudden or radical 
innovation. Political conditionality, as a test for development aid, had already 
become established as part of the European Union’s policy discourse during the 
1980s, and was now presented as an explicit form of promotion of democratic 
and human rights norms (Youngs 2001). Such liberal democratic ideals became 
deeply embedded in international policies on economic development, in post- 
conflict reconstruction and nation- building, and also explicitly in those actual 
admissions that were to take place, to bodies such as NATO and the European 
Union (Stivachtis 2008). In these various cases, tests of an explicitly democratic 
nature were to be imposed on would- be members. There was evidence also that, 
in some regional settings, democracy was becoming more ‘legalised’ (Hawkins 
and Shaw 2008).
 When the bell finally tolled for the end of the Cold War, the ‘Charter of Paris 
for a New Europe’ was agreed at a summit of the Conference on Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) in 1990 (Clark 2007: ch. 7). It affirmed the 
intention of its signatories ‘to build and strengthen democracy as the only system 
of government of our nations’ (CSCE 1990: 3, emphasis added). This was a 
striking international declaration. In one memorable evocation, a prominent US 
delegate to the CSCE process pronounced ‘a new public order for Europe’ was 
being born (Buergenthal 1990). While the declaration palpably concerned the 
constitutional order within states, what was so momentous was that it took 
the form of a statement agreed among states. If there were thereafter to be an 
onus upon individual states to comply, it followed that there would be also an 
onus upon international society to hold them to account.
 The Charter was symptomatic of much that was to come later, and heralded 
what the US National Security Strategy (2002) later called ‘a single sustainable 
model for national success’. Other regional charters pronounced similarly. The 
Constitutive Act of African Union declared its objective to ‘promote democratic 
principles and institutions’. The Inter- American Democratic Charter, adopted by 
the Organization of American States in 2001, declared in Article 1 that ‘the 
peoples of the Americas have a right to democracy and their governments have 
an obligation to promote and defend it’. These statements seemed to vindicate the 
perception that the end of the Cold War had witnessed the advance of liberal 
democracy, not just as a political fact, but also as an authoritative normative prin-
ciple, incurring commensurate international responsibilities for its protection.
 Many commentators certainly viewed the major symbolic importance of the 
Paris summit in this light. It has been described as providing ‘the source of an 
overarching constitutional order that sets the standard to which all national legal 
and political institutions must conform’ (Bobbitt 2002: 638). According to its 
prescriptions, domestic political arrangements would henceforth be ‘linked to 
international legitimacy’: these could no longer be left to the individual states 
themselves to determine (B. Cronin 2003: 129). Compliance with the wishes of 
international society on the matter of implementing democratic practices now 
provided ‘the international standard for regimes wishing to integrate into the 
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global order’ (Schmitz and Sell 1999: 36), and hence the Charter was regarded 
as an ‘attempt to make the quality of a state a precondition for its participation in 
European international society’ (Flynn and Farrell 1999: 531). In this way, inter-
national society would take on the responsibility directly to monitor the ‘rightful 
membership’ of the individual states. Even more graphically, the norm of demo-
cracy agreed at Paris has been depicted in the following historical terms:

The resulting Charter of Paris for a New Europe was notable not only for 
officially ending the Cold War, but also for establishing new standards on 
internal governance and domestic politics. In particular, the Charter’s decla-
ration [on democracy] . . . suggested a consensus around principles of state 
organization unseen since the Congress of Vienna in 1815.

(B. Cronin 2003: 128)

What was the source of this transition? Was it normative, or merely power polit-
ical? One suggestion links it to developments in thinking about international law, 
and especially with respect to a legal entitlement to democratic access. This was 
a conspicuous development of the rules of rightful membership in a democratic 
direction (Clark 2005: 181). It rested on the argument developed by a number of 
writers, but in particular by Thomas Franck. ‘Both textually and in practice’, he 
had contended, ‘the international system is moving towards a clearly defined 
democratic entitlement, with national governance validated by international 
standards and systematic monitoring of compliance’ (Franck 1995: 139).
 Franck had noted the expression of such a norm within the regional setting, but 
was at that time unprepared to maintain that it applied globally (Franck 1992: 78). 
In contrast, writing subsequently of the Vienna Declaration of 1993, Buergenthal 
was by then adamant that this amounted precisely to such an extension:

Whereas [the Copenhagen] document laid the foundation for the establish-
ment of a democratic European public order, the Vienna Declaration can be 
read to have done the same for the world as a whole . . . [T]he absence of 
democracy in a state is today in itself a violation of the human rights of its 
population and . . . the international community has the right for that very 
reason to concern itself with efforts designed to remove obstacles to its 
democratisation.

(Buergenthal 1997: 714–15)

To the extent that this interpretation was valid, it suggested transmutation of a 
principle of domestic legitimacy into a principle of international legitimacy: it is 
because of the individual’s right to democracy that international society has a 
duty to prescribe and monitor its implementation. The degree to which it does so 
is a measure of its own adherence to international norms.
 In seeking to adopt a norm of universal democracy in the constitution of states, 
international society was venturing into a terrain that was alien, and potentially 
hostile, to it. Unsurprisingly, it has tried to sweeten this bitter pill by packaging it 
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within the more traditional normative preferences of international society. It can 
therefore serve as a good example, with respect to dissemination of new norms, 
of the ‘finding that such efforts are more likely to be successful to the extent they 
can be grafted on to previously accepted norms’ (Price 2003: 584). While the 
advocacy of democracy may be rooted in an increasingly accepted claim to an 
entitlement to it (as Franck and others attest), it remains the case that international 
society has largely explained this acceptance of an international duty to monitor 
democracy as arising from its fundamental need to ensure peace and security. In 
Franck’s words, ‘the right to democracy can readily be shown to be an important 
subsidiary of the community’s most important norm: the right to peace’ (Franck 
1992: 87). Accordingly, the logical sequence is that ‘the legitimacy of the demo-
cratic entitlement is augmented by its hierarchic relation to the peremptory norm 
of global peaceability’ (Franck 1992: 89). To this extent, democracy is presented 
as an adjunct norm, validated by its contribution to the attainment of peace. The 
suggestion is that the basic thesis of the democratic peace has now been internal-
ized in international law, and accordingly the extension of the zone of democracy 
will contribute to this goal (Clark 2001a: 225). The Charter of Paris had explicitly 
appealed to this important connection:

[o]ur relations will rest on our common adherence to democratic values and 
to human rights and fundamental freedoms. We are convinced that in order 
to strengthen peace and security among our States, the advancement of 
democracy and respect for and effective exercise of human rights, are 
indispensable.

(CSCE 1990: 5)

This development reflected also the greater post- Cold War concern with intra- 
state conflict and civil war, and democracy was regarded as a particularly perti-
nent palliative in this context. In 2001, Kofi Annan had attested his belief that 
‘the work undertaken by the United Nations to support democracy in its Member 
States contributes significantly to conflict prevention’ (Fox 2004: 74).
 Underpinning this, there was evidently a new configuration of power favoura-
ble to the United States, and upon which it was believed the new norm could be 
securely established. This interacted with the new normative agenda. Francis 
Fukuyama vividly presented the unfolding drama of the end of the Cold War 
within such a frame of reference:

The intimate connection that exists between power and concepts of legiti-
macy is nowhere better illustrated than in Eastern Europe. The years 1989 
and 1990 saw one of the most massive shifts in the balance of power that 
has ever occurred in peacetime . . . There was no change in the material 
balance of power . . . This shift occurred entirely as a result of a change in 
standards of legitimacy . . . Legitimacy constituted, in Vaclav Havel’s 
phrase, ‘the power of the powerless’.

(Fukuyama 1992: 258)
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The claimed causal sequence is that the shift in standards of legitimacy issued in 
the revolutionary new balance of power, not vice versa. This is partly correct, 
insofar as the tide of domestic legitimacy evidently turned against the prevailing 
regimes in Eastern Europe, and contributed to the collapse of the old order. It 
was demonstratively this normative shift that ushered in the transformation of 
the balance of power in its wake. However, when we turn specifically to the 
adoption of democracy as a principle of international legitimacy, as enshrined in 
the Charter of Paris and elsewhere, the causal sequence is not quite so straight-
forward. It would be hard to maintain that the new international consensus that 
coalesced around this norm was itself innocent of the altered distribution of 
power: to a considerable degree, adoption of the norm became possible only 
because that balance had already shifted. It was the new equilibrium that opened 
up the prospect of a consensually agreed international norm of democracy.

Pluralism and concerts of democracies
After a generation during which the formal rationale of international society had 
been one of equality and universality, it has appeared since 1990 that its core 
members would prefer to revert to a more limited, and certainly unequal, concept 
of membership. Either some states are potentially to be excluded, or, if they 
belong at all, they do so on qualitatively different terms from the remainder. 
What were formerly considered external differences between groups of states – 
those inside and those outside international society – have now been internal-
ized: all may be members of international society, but not equally so. In Keene’s 
terms, the task is now to pursue the goal of ‘civilization’, not ‘toleration’, even 
among the insiders (Keene 2002).
 This is occurring because of a clash between two concepts that are wholly at 
odds with each other. The one postulates legitimacy as the product of ‘domestic’ 
political values; the other sees it as something conferred by international norms 
and decisions, expressed through agreed procedures. In the former, international 
institutions derive their legitimacy from the democratic credentials of the indi-
vidual states; in the latter, the actions of individual states working collectively 
derive their legitimacy from adherence to international society’s procedures.
 The logical extension of this polarization is that – pending the creation of 
Wilson’s preference for an international society composed entirely of democratic 
states – the pertinent international society should be considered, not as its total-
ity, but rather as the more restricted grouping of democratic states within it. 
What we are witnessing is not so much the abandonment of international society 
as a yet further attempt at reinvention to a more restricted form, confined for 
some purposes to its thicker democratic core. The corollary of international soci-
ety’s expressed preference for democratic government domestically, on this 
logic, is that this particular section of international society must have a greater 
entitlement to speak on behalf of the whole. This would represent the final 
colonization of a principle of international legitimacy (rule rationality) by one 
emanating from domestic legitimacy (value rationality).
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 Such views have been gaining in some prominence, especially in the United 
States, even if ‘there is very little sign of their reflecting any political or legal 
consensus within international society as a whole’ (Hurrell 2007: 156). The 
central idea was embraced by the advisory teams to each of the contenders in the 
2008 US Presidential election. Advisors on both sides endorsed calls for a 
Concert or League of Democracies (Alessandri 2008; Diehl 2008), and it is the 
bipartisan nature of these proposals that is interesting, regardless of their final 
political outcome. Strikingly, it has been suggested that what they share in 
common is the view that ‘undemocratic governments are members of the inter-
national community at our sufferance’ (Shorr 2007).
 There had, of course, been indicative precedents going back to the Clinton 
administration. We are now told that Phillip Bobbitt, while serving in that 
administration, had (unsuccessfully) recommended adoption by an alliance of 
democracies of an explicit doctrine of intervention, specifying three conditions 
under which it might take place (Bobbitt 2008: 445–6). What this indicates is 
that, from their inception, such proposals have been associated with the quest for 
a new ‘legitimacy constituency’ by which international action might be author-
ized. There were reports in the late 1990s of US encouragement of India to parti-
cipate in such a developing community of democracies (Mohan 1999). Clinton’s 
Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright, had then sponsored the setting up, after a 
meeting held in Warsaw in 2000, of the Community of Democracies (Albright 
2003; Council for a Community of Democracies (CCD) 2006). Although this 
body had since made some efforts to organize itself into a ‘democratic caucus’ 
in the UN, its main focus has instead been on democracy promotion, rather than 
on forming a group of democratic states to act in combination on specific inter-
national issues. The proposals for a Concert that were more recently surfacing 
appeared to take this initiative to a new level. In one formulation, the US and EU 
are urged to form ‘a kind of G2’ as an ‘energizing force in creating a global 
alliance of democracies and in animating joint action by the G8’ (Bobbitt 2008: 
482–3).
 This idea for a Concert had initially been floated in two main quarters: the 
first was the Princeton Project, and the other a series of writings by Ivo Daalder 
and James Lindsay. Both, however, had direct or indirect links to the Obama 
campaign through those acting as his advisors, even if Obama himself did not 
publicly adopt the proposals. The co- directors of the Princeton Project, Anne- 
Marie Slaughter and G. John Ikenberry, emphasized their study’s view that a key 
problem was the current inability of the UN Security Council to act in crises, 
and, as a partial solution, they floated the suggestion that the veto be curtailed in 
these situations. On the back of this, they recommended also ‘creating a Concert 
of Democracies to lobby for effective reform and to create a possible alternative 
decision- making body if such reform ultimately proves impossible’ (Ikenberry 
and Slaughter 2006b). These became the central elements of the final Princeton 
Report. This recommended, inter alia, that the United States ‘should assist and 
encourage Popular, Accountable, and Rights- regarding (PAR) governments 
worldwide’, as well as outlining their concept for a Concert of Democracies:



Democracy in international society  41

While pushing for reform of the United Nations and other major global 
institutions, the United States should work with its friends and allies to 
develop a global ‘Concert of Democracies’ – a new institution designed to 
strengthen security cooperation among the world’s liberal democracies. This 
Concert would institutionalize and ratify the ‘democratic peace’. If the 
United Nations cannot be reformed, the Concert would provide an altern-
ative forum for liberal democracies to authorize collective action, including 
the use of force, by a supermajority vote. Its membership would be selective, 
but self- selected.

(Ikenberry and Slaughter 2006a, emphasis added)

They also set out a Charter for this Concert (Ikenberry and Slaughter 2006a: 61). 
Some might see in this a none- too-veiled threat: while the focus was evidently 
on reform of the UNSC (United Nations Security Council), a putative alternative 
was being readied just in case. Moreover, it was clear that the policy actions that 
might most concern the Concert were exactly those of a possibly interventionist 
– and hence politically highly sensitive – character. Their Charter was explicit 
that its members were indeed signing up to a commitment that the responsibility 
to protect falls to the international community in cases where state governments 
are themselves unable or unwilling to fulfil this obligation. As a corollary, and in 
another formulation,

a state of terror can never be sovereign . . . To be assured of sovereignty, and 
of the protection of the international community . . . a state need only 
become transparently a state of consent. International law should be 
reformed to recognize this rule as a fundamental element in the constitution 
of the society of states.

(Bobbitt 2008: 481–2)

In short, if the Concert were to act as an alternative source of authority for col-
lective action, it would of course be called upon to act on precisely those issues 
most likely to divide the Security Council. At the same time, those outside the 
Concert would be offered, at best, a conditional sovereignty.
 The other source of the Concert idea has been Ivo H. Daalder, writing in part-
nership with James Lindsay and other co- authors (including Robert Kagan). 
Daalder was also known to have links to the Obama campaign, and is now US 
ambassador to NATO. He had first mooted the suggestion of an alliance of 
democracies back in 2004. In this proposal, the Alliance was clearly envisaged 
as taking on a variety of major security roles. Unlike the existing Community of 
Democracies, with its relatively narrow agenda of democratization, the Alliance 
‘would by necessity be far more ambitious: it would unite democracies to con-
front their common security challenges’, and, militarily, ‘that means emulating 
NATO’ (Daalder and Lindsay 2004). They then brought a reworked proposal to 
the fore again during 2006 and 2007, now adopting the common nomenclature 
of a Concert of Democracies. What they had in mind was a proper organization 
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‘with a full- time secretariat, a budget, ministerial meetings and regular summits’. 
It would operate in the three areas of security, economic/development and demo-
cracy/human rights. As with the Princeton Project, it highlighted the current 
difficulties in mounting actions through the UNSC, but it went on to develop a 
much more fundamental rationale for the Concert, drawing a sharp contrast in 
legitimacy between it and the Security Council:

But should international legitimacy rest on universalism . . .? This notion 
reduces the criterion of legitimacy to a procedural question: the number of 
states or votes one can marshal in support of a given action will determine 
that action’s legitimacy. The nature of the action itself – or the nature of the 
states consenting to it – matters little, if at all . . . This is a deeply flawed 
conception of legitimacy . . . States may be equal in a procedural sense, but 
they are not equal in fact . . . [W]hy should states with no legitimacy at home 
have an equal say as states with such legitimacy? Real legitimacy . . . resides 
in the people rather than the states – which is why state decisions to confer 
international legitimacy must rest in the democratically chosen representa-
tives of the people, not in the personal whims of autocrats or oligarchs.

(Daalder and Lindsay 2007: 52–3)

Strikingly, this replicated those arguments previously set out in the context of 
NATO’s Kosovo campaign in 1999, and those espoused by commentators such 
as Charles Krauthammer in the context of the Iraq War in late 2002 and early 
2003 (Clark 2005: 185–7). These had, in various ways, been deeply critical of 
the status and role of the Security Council, and had endorsed the greater legiti-
macy attached to NATO’s action in 1999, on account of its claimed expression 
of a democratic consensus. The proposal resulted from a mixture of motives: 
both to tie the USA into a new form of multilateralism, and also to facilitate 
humanitarian interventionism, while threatening to circumvent the existing mul-
tilateralism expressed through UNSC procedures on the law of armed force.
 For these reasons, commentators were not surprised to detect considerable 
overlap with similar proposals emanating from the Republican side. Prominent 
among these have been the contributions of Robert Kagan, known to be an 
advisor to the McCain campaign. Kagan also has championed the cause of a 
League of Democracies (Kagan 2008b; Werth 2008). His diagnosis in his latest 
book is that ‘the new era . . . will be one of growing tensions and sometimes con-
frontations between the forces of democracy and the forces of autocracy’ (Kagan 
2008a: 58). Russia and China do not just practice autocracy but ‘believe in 
autocracy’ (Kagan 2008a: 59). As a result, ‘autocracy is making a comeback’ 
(Kagan 2008a: 68). In this more hostile environment, democracies must look to 
themselves, and form a concert or league, not least because they need ‘new 
means of gauging and granting international legitimacy to actions’, especially to 
those that ‘democratic nations deem necessary but autocratic nations refuse to 
countenance’ (Kagan 2008a: 97). What had so recently seemed as the inevitable 
victory of the democratic form rested on a more precarious balance of global 
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forces, and already that is shifting in directions hostile to democratic states. 
Kagan’s League is thus presented, not as the voice of democratic triumphalism, 
but as a seemingly rearguard defensive action.
 It is no part of the present discussion to suggest that such a project will come 
to fruition: indeed, as a specific proposal, it is now quiescent. The point, instead, 
is simply to draw attention to this tendency, and to explore its significance in the 
context of previous attempts to socialize democracy into international society, 
and to render it a more explicit criterion of full membership. The proposal, on 
the basis of what has been sketched so far, carries a number of implications, and 
these have already been seized upon in the diverse, and far from universally sup-
portive, reactions to it.
 There has been relatively little positive commentary from outside the United 
States. The Australian government under Kevin Rudd quickly distanced itself 
from a ‘mini’ Asian version, the so- called ‘quad’ involving the US, Japan, and 
India, for fear that it seemed anti- Chinese (Ching 2008). British Foreign Secret-
ary, David Miliband, chose to sit firmly on the fence: 

You can see the dangers. You don’t want to set up something which under-
mines the ability of the international system to get to grips with difficult 
issues. Equally though . . . should people with the same values work effect-
ively together? The answer must be yes.

 (Lustig 2008) 

Some have noted a ‘complete absence of any welcoming responses from outside 
the United States’ (Carnegie Endowment 2008; Carothers 2008). There have, 
however, been some notably high profile detractors. Speaking in the United 
States, Mikhail Gorbachev referred to it as a ‘mistake’. ‘We must not, instead of 
the United Nations, propose NATO or some kind of a coalition of democratic 
countries’, he said (All Headline News (AHN) 2008). Revealingly, Lord 
Hannay, Britain’s former UN ambassador, drew attention to the ‘undesirability 
. . . of systematising the divide in the world between democratic sheep and 
undemocratic goats’, and the government’s spokesman in the Lords, Lord Bach, 
conceded in response that ‘we would not want any multilateral organisations to 
undermine the United Nations,’ because its ‘universal membership gives it an 
unparalleled political legitimacy’ (House of Lords Debates 2008).
 The problem that has exercised many about these Concert and League pro-
posals is that their prescriptions seem to stand in sharp contradiction to their 
description of prevailing trends, and as such to be a recipe for great- power con-
flict, rather than any means to redress it. François Heisbourg was therefore con-
cerned about ‘a systematic polarization between the West and the Rest’ 
(Heisbourg 2007), Robert Skidelsky about ‘a new Cold War between states 
labelled democracies and autocracies’ (Skidelsky 2008) and Shashi Tharoor 
about a ‘self- fulfilling prophecy of the emergence of a league of autocracies’ 
(Tharoor 2008). For these reasons, the Concert has been dismissed as a ‘classic 
version of American escapism’, predicated on the wishful thinking that ‘the 
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United States need not negotiate with countries that hold different values and 
political systems’ (Stedman 2007: 943). The reality it evades is the need to ‘deal 
with, and work out a modus vivendi among, the many different types of political 
system that exist in a plural world’ (Roberts and Zaum 2008: 66). As The Econo-
mist was to put it on 3 July 2008, ‘the whole point of global talking- shops is that 
they include everybody, not just your friends’.
 This is not the place to enter into this debate, but simply to tease out its 
implications for the wider argument. Pervasive in this discussion to date has 
been the (proponents’) view that the Concert would be a useful complement to a 
stalled UNSC, against which is offset the (critics’) view that this would be cor-
rosive of the UN, and in effect establish a ‘private’ force- authorizing body, in 
lieu of the existing ‘public’ one. Who should authorize such action, if not the 
Security Council? The answer, Daalder and Kagan tell us, ‘is the world’s demo-
cracies’ (Daalder and Kagan 2007). Although it is abundantly clear that the 
authors of the Princeton Project bear no malign intent against the UN, and nor 
for that matter does Ivo Daalder, their cause was clearly not helped by others 
who did endorse the initiative for such a League on explicitly anti- UN grounds. 
Charles Krauthammer was disarmingly candid on this very issue: 

Well, I like the idea of the league of democracies . . . What I like about it, 
it’s got a hidden agenda. It looks as if it’s all about listening and joining 
with the allies . . . except that the idea here, which McCain can’t say, but I 
can, is to essentially kill the U.N.’ 

(Clemons 2008) 

The (solidarist) democratic sector of international society, on this account, has a 
greater entitlement to speak on behalf of the whole, and should be promoted as a 
conscious alternative to the deficient (pluralist) UN system. The intended substi-
tution of ‘value rationality’ for ‘rule rationality’ in the framing of international 
legitimacy is once again transparent, and gives rise to the concern that any such 
grouping ‘would face the same credibility problems as coalitions of the willing’ 
(Abramowitz and Pickering 2008).

Conclusion
This policy debate has been but the latest instance of that recurring dilemma 
about international society as an inclusive or exclusive body. The core appeal of 
a Concert of Democracies is as a pole of attraction (like the post- Cold War Euro-
pean Union or NATO), and as a model for emulation. However, to be fully 
effective in such socialization, it must also act robustly to reward those who sign 
up and, as a corollary, exclude (and diminish) those who do not. Intriguingly, 
Ivo Daalder has used the EU analogy, and its capacity to effect regime change, 
in his own advocacy of the Concert: ‘if you want to be a member, here’s what 
you have to do. That’s how you change regimes, by having benefits of member-
ship’ (Carnegie Endowment 2008). Were such a Concert to eventuate, it would 
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come to represent the tangibly hybrid character of contemporary international 
society, partly pluralist and inclusive, while also partly solidarist and exclusive, 
the latter representing the vanguard who currently seek to reinvent international 
society in their own image. The sceptics, for their part, view this as little more 
than a final rearguard action to perpetuate a fragile Anglo- American/Atlanticist 
leadership of international society, in the face of its encroachment from Asia 
(Lind 2007; Mahbubani 2007). At the very least, it fits a pattern stretching back 
to the League debates in 1919, when, first confronted by an expanding and 
intractable international society, the Anglo- American core began to promote an 
alternative version from within. This has throughout been predicated upon a sub-
version of pluralism and universalism. In its place, international society is 
encouraged, cajoled, and if necessary, coerced to subscribe to a value rationality 
that privileges liberal democracy, and to a revised rule rationality that reflects 
that new priority, and in which consensual legitimacy within the democratic 
world would be taken to trump any expression of consensual legitimacy in the 
deformed international society that reaches beyond it. Even within international 
society, democracy’s mission is to ‘civilize’, not to ‘tolerate’.
 This contemporary debate captures also the rich and complex interplay 
between normative integration and state political action in the context of shifting 
distributions of power. There is little gainsaying that democracy, as a value, is 
now more deeply embedded in international society than it was fifty years ago, 
and stands as a major commitment for a broad cross- section of its members, rep-
resenting possibly one half of the total. As a result, ‘democratic legitimacy today 
contends for hegemony in the international system within a broader shared 
framework centered on popular sovereignty’ (Bukovansky 2002: 10). However, 
that reminds us that it yet falls some way short of a universal value, and those 
who refuse to subscribe to it are arguably engaged in a more active counter- 
offensive than was the case even a decade ago. The reason, in part, is no doubt 
that the forms of democracy promotion pursued after the end of the Cold War 
have come to be viewed more sharply by those on the receiving end as simply 
extensions of western state power, and ways of exploiting and perpetuating the 
imbalance of power that the end of the Cold War had inaugurated. The saga of 
military interventions in Kosovo, Afghanistan and Iraq has no doubt done much 
to reinforce these perceptions. Instrumentally, resistance to liberal democracy 
(and its associated international rights’ agendas) has now become the continua-
tion of international politics by other means. Those who feel excluded now make 
appeal instead to national sovereignty, and to the virtues of pluralism in interna-
tional society. The century- old Wilsonian programme for making the world safe 
for democracy by turning it into a principle of international society has, for the 
moment at least, become considerably more hazardous.



4 Power to the people
Nationally embedded development and 
mass armies in the making of 
democracy

Sandra Halperin

Introduction
Misconceptions about the factors that made possible the achievement of demo-
cracy in Europe continue to influence our view of the requisites for and pros-
pects of democracy in the contemporary ‘developing’ world. For instance, the 
notion that a capitalist bourgeoisie played the decisive role in democratizing 
Europe still informs a great deal of historical and theoretical writing,1 despite 
increasing evidence that it was the working classes that played the decisive role 
in this outcome (see e.g. Collier and Collier 1991; Rueschemeyer et al. 1992; 
Hall 1993; Downing 1997; Collier 1999). Furthermore, those scholars who do 
recognize the crucial role of the working class in European democracy, nonethe-
less tend to misunderstand why and how this occurred and, consequently, why 
workers have not played a similar role in contemporary ‘developing’ countries.
 The achievement of democracy depends on increasing working- class political 
power and this, many argue, has been effectively foreclosed by policies that have 
fragmented national labour forces. According to this argument, the post- Second 
World War compromise was concluded with permanently employed full- time 
workers represented by national industrial unions. Today, globalization has 
restructured the labour market in ways that erode the permanent, full- time 
employment that characterized the labour force with which the compromise was 
concluded. By producing increased heterogeneity and inequality within labour 
markets, globalization has eroded the economic conditions for labour solidarity. 
Moreover, as Erik Wright argues, firms are increasingly oriented towards global 
rather than nationally based markets and, thus, are no longer dependent on the 
purchasing power of workers in the countries within which those firms are 
located (Wright 2000; see also Teeple 1995).
 However, contrary to these claims, the struggle between labour and capital 
today is not being waged under fundamentally different conditions. First, labour 
did not become largely permanent and full- time until after the Second World War 
and as a result of the compromise that it entered into with capital: thus permanent, 
full- time labour was not a precondition but a result of the compromise. Second, 
while increased capital mobility and the subsequent downward pressure on wages 
may be pitting workers against each other worldwide today, historically, this 
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appears to be ‘normal’. Attempts to forge solidarity internationally among labour 
forces have not been, on the whole, successful. Before 1914, British employers 
confronted with workers’ demands to reduce hours and raise wages threatened to 
bring in workers from France, Belgium and Germany at a cheaper wage. Contin-
ental wages were substantially lower than in England, and English labour leaders 
feared competition of goods produced by low- wage industries, and threats by 
employers to replace striking English workers with Europeans (Collins and 
Abramsky 1965: 39). Nor did the conditions of labour before 1914 facilitate the 
development of strong unions and high solidarity within national workforces. As 
shall be argued here, (1) industrial development in Europe before 1914 was char-
acterized by atomized labour forces with relatively low wages and low skills; (2) 
labour became unified through its mobilization, not for industry, but for war; and 
(3) this was decisive to the achievement of democracy.
 ‘Democracy’ is here defined as a political system characterized by (1) free 
and fair elections of representatives with universal and equal suffrage; and (2) 
the institutionalization of opposition rights (freedom of association and expres-
sion, protection of individual rights against arbitrary state action). This definition 
borrows from Rueschemeyer et al. (1992: 43–4). Inclusive participation in the 
political process, participation that transcends class boundaries, as Rueschemeyer 
and his co- authors rightly point out, though often treated as secondary to other 
dimensions, is the central feature of democracy.
 While Europe’s industrial bourgeoisie, like its landed elite, was ‘generally 
supportive of the installation of constitutional and representative government’, it 
was ‘opposed to extending political inclusion to the lower classes’ (Rue-
schemeyer et al. 1992: 8). This was only achieved when working- class mobiliza-
tion, not for industrialization but for war, set in motion processes that 
simultaneously increased working- class political power relative to that of other 
classes, and increased pressures for a relatively more nationally ‘embedded’ 
economy – one characterized by the territorial coincidence of production and 
consumption and the expansion of domestic markets. It was these socio- 
economic changes that ensured that extensions of the franchise would combine 
with free and fair elections and the institutionalization of opposition rights to 
produce durable, substantive democracy.
 The argument of this chapter proceeds as follows. Until the world wars, it 
was the traditional landowning elite that formed the basis of Britain’s ‘capitalist 
class’, dominated the state apparatus and led Britain’s capitalist development. 
Political institutions were designed to maintain the power of traditional forces 
against the lower classes; and, in general, they were successful in achieving that 
end (first section). It was the increase in working- class power due, not to its 
mobilization for large- scale industrial production, as is usually assumed, but to 
the mass mobilizations for the world wars, that made possible the achievement 
of democracy in Europe. Before the Second World War, European industrializa-
tion was sectorally and geographically limited, largely carried out by atomized, 
low- wage and low- skilled labour forces; based on production, not for local mass 
consumption, but for export to governments, elites and ruling groups in other 
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states and territories (second section). It was not until the world wars created a 
unified and powerful labour force in Europe that stable, full democracy became 
part of the European political landscape. The third section discusses the circum-
stances that made possible the growth of labour power in Europe and, as a result, 
the achievement of democracy and a broadening of the social base of develop-
ment. The fourth section considers the implications of the analysis of previous 
sections for how we understand globally constituted relations of power, and their 
relationship to democratic struggles throughout the world today.

The bourgeoisie and political development in nineteenth and 
early twentieth century Europe
Many scholars claim that, in contrast to the third world, where the indigenous 
bourgeoisie failed to acquire either political or economic hegemony, in Britain ‘an 
independent capitalist middle class’ emerged by the eighteenth century sufficiently 
strong to fight and win a battle for state power against the merchant and financial 
monopolists that had originated in the feudal land aristocracy (see e.g. Moore 
1966; Chirot 1977). But it was the aristocracy that formed the basis of Britain’s 
‘capitalist class’, and, despite granting concessions to wealthy non- aristocratic 
industrialists after the 1848 revolutions, remained the dominant faction of the 
bourgeoisie throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Europe’s liberal bourgeoisie2

Distinctions are conventionally drawn between class structures in those Euro-
pean societies that were supposedly dominated by an indigenous, independent 
capitalist bourgeoisie, and those that were not. This distinction is the basis of 
various schemas that define ‘two roads’ to industrial capitalism and democracy 
in Europe. One road, exemplified by Britain, is characterized by the emergence 
of a relatively open political space – the result of a bourgeois revolution having 
displaced the old landed aristocracy and the absolutist state; while the second 
road, exemplified by Germany and other ‘late’ developers, is distinguished by its 
relatively closed political space, the result of the continuing dominance of an 
agrarian class able to block industrialization and resist democracy (see e.g. 
Moore 1966; van der Pijl 1998; Coates 2000).
 But nowhere in Europe was there a clear division between industrial and 
landed capital; in fact, everywhere industrial capitalist development was charac-
terized by their fusion. In Britain, as elsewhere, the nature of industrial capitalist 
development was shaped by the political convergence of a landed aristocracy 
and large capitalist manufacturers.
 Many have argued that this elite had become bourgeoisified by the eighteenth 
or nineteenth century. However, either the aristocracy absorbed the industrial 
bourgeoisie and dominated it; or they resisted the industrial bourgeoisie and 
dominated it. Despite all that has been written about industrialists replacing 
landowners as the dominant element in the ruling elite, until 1914, non- industrial 
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Britain could easily outvote industrial Britain (Hobsbawm 1968: 96). Before 
then, industrialists ‘were not sufficiently organized to formulate broad policies 
or exert more than occasional influence over the direction of national affairs’ 
(Boyce 1987: 8). Land in Britain, as elsewhere in Europe, was highly concen-
trated, as were its financial and industrial sectors, and these became increasingly 
so throughout the nineteenth century. Traditional corporatist structures – guilds, 
patronage and clientelist networks –survived in some places and grew stronger, 
and new ones were created. By 1914, these formed part of the complex of privi-
leged corporations and vested interests in Europe that were ‘quite as formidable 
as those of the Old Regime’ (McNeil 1974: 164–5).
 These were neither peripheral aspects of Britain’s industrialization, nor a 
dying ‘feudal’ substance. The traditional landowning elite was able to channel 
industrial expansion into dualistic and monopolistic forms. Dualism preserved 
the political and economic bases of traditional groups by restricting growth to 
within the constraints posed by the concentration of capital and land ownership.3 
As a result, industrial expansion in Europe was shaped, not by the liberal, com-
petitive ethos emphasized in most accounts, but by feudal forms of organization, 
and by rural, pre- industrial, and autocratic power structures.4

Democracy in Europe

It is often claimed that ‘[i]n the early part of the twentieth century’ most Western 
European societies ‘were either political democracies, or well on the way toward 
becoming so’ (Chirot 1997: 222). However, before 1945, Europe, in common 
with parts of the contemporary third world, experienced partial democratization 
and reversals of democratic rule. Political participation was severely limited; and 
where liberal electoral politics were introduced, governments had difficulty in 
maintaining them for sustained periods of time. Parliaments were dissolved, 
election results disregarded, and constitutions and democratic civil liberties con-
tinually thwarted by extra- legal patronage systems, corruption and violence.
 Democracy in Europe first arose as democracy for male members of the 
ruling class. As the urban, industrial bourgeoisie grew in wealth and numbers, it 
sought to wrest a share of political power from the ancien régime. When they 
showed themselves willing to ally with the lower classes in order to achieve this 
objective, the representatives of the landed elites granted them representation in 
Parliament. Once this was accomplished, industrialists and landed elites closed 
ranks to prevent further extensions of the franchise.
 On occasion, landed elites favoured extensions of the suffrage that would 
increase their weight relative to that of industrial interests. Thus, in Norway, the 
suffrage was extended to the property- owning stratum of peasantry prior to its 
being achieved by the urban working class. Bismarck favoured an extension of 
the suffrage to strengthen landed interests against financial interests, since the 
landed elite controlled the behaviour of their dependents and their workers at 
the polls (Weiss 1977: 76). Similarly, in Belgium, the right wing could secure 
the vote of the mass of peasant voters who were Catholics, and so had less to 
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fear from universal manhood suffrage than the Liberals (Carstairs 1980: 51). The 
liberal bourgeoisie, however, almost always resisted democracy.5 As Karl 
Polanyi noted, ‘From Macauley to Mises, from Spencer to Sumner, there was 
not a militant liberal who did not express the conviction that popular democracy 
was a danger to capitalism’ (Polanyi 1944: 226).
 European ‘democracy’ before 1945 was a severely limited form of represent-
ative government, based on a highly restricted, means- tested suffrage that 
excluded the great majority of adults from participation: men below the age of 
25 or 35, and women. Since the life expectancy in Europe before the First World 
War was between 41 (Austria, Spain) and 55 (Sweden, Denmark, Norway) years 
of age, those who had the vote were men in the last third of their life. If the same 
system prevailed in the west today, the vote would be restricted to men over 54 
years of age.
 Universal adult suffrage would have enfranchised 40–50 per cent of each 
country’s population. However, in 1910, only some 14–22 per cent of the popu-
lation was enfranchised in Britain, Sweden, Switzerland, Belgium, Denmark, the 
Netherlands and Germany. Where the suffrage included members of the poorer 
classes, three- class and other weighted and plural voting systems, open ballot-
ing, and restrictions on and biases against working- class organizations and 
parties made it futile for poor people to vote.
 Until 1918, Britain’s suffrage qualifications were so complicated that deter-
mining the number of qualified voters was difficult. Lodgers had to make an 
annual claim in order to keep on the register; and claims and objections were 
heard by barristers in the presence of party agents, a method that did not guaran-
tee accuracy or completeness. ‘Though 88 percent of the adult male population 
would have qualified to vote in 1911 were it not for complications and limita-
tions in the registration procedures which were biased against the working class, 
less than two- thirds were on the voting polls.’ Moreover, half a million of the 
eight million voters that year were plural voters ‘and needless to say not many of 
them were working- class’ (Rueschemeyer et al. 1992: 97). The Representation 
of the People Act of 1918 nearly tripled the size of the electorate by simplifying 
the requirements for male voters and by extending the suffrage to women 30 
years and over who qualified as occupants. However, plural voting persisted. In 
1931, the Labour Party received 9 per cent of the seats in parliament with 30 per 
cent of the vote (Carstairs 1980: 197). It was not until 1948 that the Representa-
tion of the People Bill abolished plural voting.

Table 4.1 Europe in 1910

Life expectancy Voting age

Belgium 47 25
Germany 47 25
Denmark 55 35
Norway 55 25
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 Throughout the century, weighted voting was designed to grossly under- 
represent urban areas. In Britain, scores of depopulated constituencies (‘rotten 
boroughs’) existed under the control of large landowners who were able to 
manipulate the votes of the inhabitants; until 1914, the stagnant or declining 
small towns and rural areas of Prussia that supported conservatives were vastly 
over- represented in the Reichstag. In Denmark, the peasants were enfranchised 
in 1849, but until 1915 the votes of noble landowners and wealthy burghers were 
weighted to give them a majority of the seats in the upper chamber of parlia-
ment.6 Universal suffrage was introduced in Belgium in 1893, but extra votes 
were given on capacitaire criteria (literacy, formal education or appointment to 
public office) and to heads of families upon reaching 35 years of age.
 In addition to weighted suffrage and plural voting, open balloting, usually by 
oral voting or by a show of hands, restricted the suffrage by allowing govern-
mental officials and local elites to use pressure and manipulation, especially in 
rural areas. Open balloting was used in Hungary and Prussia as late as 1914, in 
Denmark until 1901 and in Austria until 1906 (see Goldstein 1983: 15–17).
 Many agricultural labourers were given the vote in Britain in 1884, but they 
remained dependent upon the goodwill and charity of landlords and farmers. 
Farm labourers attending Labour meetings were subject to prosecution;7 and the 
aristocracy, clergy and the squires in rural areas put pressure upon tenants and 
farm workers to support Conservative candidates (Gosnell 1930: 24–5). Until 
1945, priests and large landed proprietors in France saw to it that working 
farmers and the peasantry voted ‘appropriately’ (Gosnell 1930: 55). In Prussia, 
where there was no secret ballot, landowners controlled the vote of the landless 
labourers who depended on them for incomes, homes and food. Squires led their 
peasants to the polls and watched them carefully. Owners of large estates with-
drew their trade from merchants or artisans who voted for liberals (Weiss 1977: 
76). Liberals or radicals were not allowed onto estates to canvass or pass around 
their ballot papers. Right up to 1914 ‘the only ballot paper an estate labourer was 
likely to see was the Conservative one, handed to him by his foreman outside the 
polling booth’ (Lieven 1992: 222).
 Given these restrictions on the suffrage the figures listed below do not reflect 
the actual number of people who were permitted to vote freely under the systems 
existing at the time.
 On the eve of the First World War, Norway was the only European country 
with universal and equal suffrage. If we count only male suffrage, then France 
too can be counted. After the war, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands and 
Sweden established full suffrage. Germany and Austria briefly did too. By the 
eve of the Second World War, Britain can be added to the list, though instances 
of plural voting remained. Only after the Second World War did universal, 
equal, direct and secret suffrage become the norm throughout Western Europe.
 Before the First World War, parliamentary institutions in Europe functioned 
more like royal courts than the parliaments and other legislative bodies that exist 
today in the West. Hereditary transmission of socio- political status was still wide-
spread.8 Political institutions were continually compromised and undermined by 
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efforts to preserve privilege and to forestall the acquisition of power by 
subordinate groups and classes.9 Where liberal electoral politics were introduced, 
governments had difficulty in maintaining them for sustained periods of time. 
Constitutions and democratic civil liberties were continually thwarted by extra- 
legal patronage systems, by corruption and violence. In general, political 
institutions were designed to increase the power of traditional forces against the 
lower classes; and they were generally successful in achieving that end. Though 
Labour governments came to power in Scandinavia, Britain, France and Spain, a 
broad spectrum of public opinion still considered them essentially illegitimate. 
This contributed to the manipulation of parliamentary politics by authoritarian 
movements during the interwar years. During the interwar years, and throughout 
Europe, the chief political objective for most conservative parties or interest 
groups was the exclusion of the socialists from any decisive influence on the 
state. As Charles Maier observes,

If the socialist left seriously presented its own economic objectives on the 
national level, alarmed conservatives fought back. They resorted either to 
decentralized but simultaneous boycotts of government bonds and money 
(as in France), or to concerted political opposition to taxation within the 
terms of coalition politics (as in Germany), or to extra- legal coercion (as in 
Italy).

(1975: 581)

Table 4.2 Per cent of European population enfranchised, 1910

Country Percentage

Finland 45
Norway 33
France 29
Spain 24
Bulgaria 23
Greece 23
Serbia 23
Germany 22
Belgium 22
Switzerland 22
Austria 21
Sweden 19
UK 18
Denmark 17
Portugal 12
Romania 16
Russia 15
Netherlands 14
Italy  8
Hungary  6

Source: Lieven (1992: 222).
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The first Labour government took office in Britain in 1923, but fell two years later 
because it failed to prosecute an alleged Communist editor charged with sedition. 
During the election campaign which followed, a ‘red’ scare aroused by the Foreign 
Office contributed decisively to Labour’s defeat. The Party made a comeback in 
1929, but in 1931 a new government was formed by a coalition of Liberals and 
Conservatives after a campaign which convinced a majority of voters that the 
Labour Party represented ‘Bolshevism run mad’ (McHenry 1940: 16–17). In 1936, 
a Popular Front Government dominated by socialists was elected in France. After 
introducing labour reforms, Leon Blum, who headed the government, was 
denounced as an agent of Moscow (Carr 1947: 264). French capitalists boycotted 
government bonds and money, forcing Blum to resign in 1937. The entrance of the 
German SPD into coalition governments, and the refusal of non- socialist parties, 
organized business interests and the military to cooperate with them, caused the 
collapse of Germany’s Weimar Republic (Breitman 1981). During the interwar 
years, socialist parties were shut down by right- wing governments in Italy, 
Germany, Austria and Spain, and outlawed in Portugal, Hungary, Poland and the 
Balkan countries. In most of Europe, socialist and communist parties’ participation 
in the political process was extremely fragile until after the Second World War.

The trans- local structure of industrial capitalist expansion
States in Europe were built up within a pre- existing, region- wide system of 
social institutions, relationships and norms. For centuries, and with the Church 
acting as a unifying agent, political development, class struggles, social change, 
ideology and culture remained essentially trans- European (see e.g. Pirenne 1966; 
Mann 1988). The expansion of industrial production in Europe brought groups 
across states into closer relations of interdependence. While the properties of 
dominant groups in different parts of Europe varied, the connections and interac-
tions among them produced a set of common solutions to the problems of organ-
izing production along new lines.
 The most acute problem that arose with the expansion of industrial produc-
tion was how to mobilize a mass of workers while at the same time maintaining 
their subordination to capital. The dominant ‘solution’ to this problem was to 
slowly and selectively introduce mechanization while retaining methods of pro-
duction that deskilled workers and kept labour, as a whole, fragmented and 
poorly paid.10 However, this raised an additional problem: if the standard of con-
sumption of the masses remained the same or was reduced, where would con-
sumers be found for the products of expanded production?11 The overall solution, 
therefore, was to expand production principally for export to other countries. 
This enabled ruling groups to limit the development of mass purchasing power 
at home, while developing it among foreign groups and ruling bodies through 
the creation of public debt, and investment in infrastructure, railroads and arma-
ments. As a result, the expansion of production, both within and outside Europe, 
involved, not whole societies, but the advanced sectors of dualistic economies in 
interaction with others in Europe, Latin America, Asia and elsewhere.
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 Elites are generally interested in adopting the most up- to-date methods of 
multiplying their revenue, wealth and power. They follow the leaders, emulate 
their goals and adopt their policies.12 Consequently, common problems arising 
from the establishment of a capitalist labour market and new labour processes 
were generally resolved throughout the world in broadly similar ways. In Britain, 
dominant classes ensured that the conditions for realizing profit were met by 
using methods of absolute surplus value production at home and expanding pro-
duction largely for export to other ruling groups. This became the model for 
industrial organization throughout Europe (S. Halperin 2004: chapter 3).
 Europe emerged into its first century of industrial capitalism from the crucible 
of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars. A quarter century of war and 
revolutionary turmoil had made clear the central dilemma for dominant groups 
tempted by the possibilities of great profits from the expansion of production: 
how to mobilize (train, educate and, in other ways, empower) labour while, at the 
same time, maintaining the subordination of labour to capital. Many analogies 
were drawn between the mass army of soldiers created in the Napoleonic Wars 
and the mass industrial army of workers needed for industrial capitalist produc-
tion. At the same time, the socialism born in the French Revolution seemed, in 
combination with the revolutionary ferment unleashed by the war, to threaten an 
anti- capitalist revolt of the masses. This was the context within which elites 
throughout Europe undertook to mobilize labour for industrial production.
 Elites were cohesive and had much to gain. They either controlled the appar-
atus of the state directly or had access to political leaders and could trade their 
political support, or the withdrawal of political opposition, for concessions from 
them. They were therefore able to carry out, throughout the nineteenth century, a 
purposive, determined and essentially coherent legislative, legal, military and 
political assault on artisans, labourers and peasants. However, these policies had 
unintended consequences: by generating the imperialist conflicts that eventually 
led to multilateral great power war in Europe, external expansion ultimately 
forced governments and ruling elites to mobilize (organize, train and, in other 
ways, empower) the masses. This is precisely what a century of external expan-
sion had enabled them to avoid. As a number of scholars have shown, war often 
produces social levelling, revolution and shifts in the balance of social forces 
(see e.g. Andreski 1968: 33–8; and Marwick 1980, chapter 11). In the course of 
the world wars this is what happened in Europe.

The ‘European model’ of industrial capitalist expansion: a 
reinterpretation

Foreign trade was the primary engine of economic growth in England in the 
nineteenth century; but it was the home market, and the ‘democratization of con-
sumption’ that initially gave the impetus to England’s industrial growth. Brit-
ain’s industrial output quadrupled during the eighteenth century, and the bulk of 
this output was mass consumption goods (Eversley 1967: 22). In the nineteenth 
century, however, and long before it had been exhausted as a market for goods 
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and capital, Britain’s domestic economy ceased to expand; so much so, that by 
1914 it had become under- mechanized and poorly integrated relative to those of 
other advanced countries. Numerous scholars have pointed out that British inves-
tors under- invested in the domestic economy and that funds used for British 
foreign investment could have helped to develop a domestic market for the 
expanded output of the British economy.13 Moreover, between 1880 and 1914 
returns from overseas investment were far below what might have been earned 
by devoting the same resources to the expansion of domestic industry.14

 Why, then, did investors neglect opportunities for profitable home investment 
and, instead, pursue investments overseas that were more difficult and costly to 
acquire and, in some cases, not as lucrative? The usual explanation is that 
domestic markets were not yet developed enough to provide profitable invest-
ment opportunities for surplus capital and that capitalists were consequently 
forced to seek for more profitable investments abroad.15 But domestic economies 
were not then, and tend not to be now, capital saturated. Britain, and other Euro-
pean economies, did not, as is usually assumed, develop initially on the basis of 
the expansion of the internal market and then, subsequently, expand into world 
markets: they expanded production for foreign markets long before the oppor-
tunities for profitable investment had been exhausted at home (see, e.g. 
Trebilcock 1981). The market that was ‘saturated’ in Britain in 1902 and before, 
as John Hobson made clear, was one constituted solely by the wealthy classes. 
He argued that whatever England produced could be consumed in England, pro-
vided that there was a proper distribution of ‘the “income” or power to demand 
commodities’ (J.A. Hobson 1902: 88). However, as Hobson noted, more than a 
quarter of the population of British towns was living at that time at a standard 
‘below bare physical efficiency’ (J.A. Hobson 1902: 86).
 Some theorists argue that while capital exports may not have been necessary 
as a means of securing markets for surplus goods, they were necessary to 
Europe’s industrialization as a means of acquiring raw materials and accumulat-
ing capital. However, Paul Bairoch has argued that the ‘core’ countries had an 
abundance of the minerals of the Industrial Revolution, were almost totally self- 
sufficient in raw materials and, in fact, exported energy to the ‘third world’. In 
fact, non- colonial European countries had, as a rule, a more rapid economic 
development than colonial ones during the nineteenth century (Bairoch 1993: 77, 
172). Given the difficulties with standard interpretations of British investment, it 
seems reasonable to look elsewhere for an explanation.
 Britain’s consumer revolution in the eighteenth century had important 
implications for the structure of British society. Mass consumption is associated 
with democracy. The economic power workers would have exercised as con-
sumers would have enabled them to exercise power over wages and prices.16 In 
Britain, the real wage per head was raised as the product per worker was raised. 
However, the share of this product handed over to the worker in wages did not 
rise (E.H.P. Brown 1968: 31). Consequently, the standard of consumption of 
labour bore no relation to its productivity. As long as the vast mass of workers 
remained solely a factor of production, their increased productivity did not 
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provide them with the purchasing power needed for a higher standard of con-
sumption. Consequently, while wages rose with increases in productivity, they 
declined in relation to the wealth of society and the ruling class.
 Had the ‘democratization of consumption’ of the eighteenth century contin-
ued, and had a broad- based industrial growth developed, along with the mass 
purchasing power and internal market needed to support it, the class, land and 
income structures on which the existing structure of social power in Britain 
rested would have been destroyed. The consumer revolution and the emergence 
of a domestic market for mass- produced consumer goods, because it worked to 
undermine class distinctions and increase social mobility, was politically threat-
ening and, thus, was not encouraged. Moreover, a fully industrialized economy, 
as distinct from the more circumscribed industrialization- for-export that was 
pursued in Britain, requires mass mobilization. Mass mobilization for industry 
(as for war) creates, out of the relatively disadvantaged majority of the popula-
tion, a compact and potentially dangerous force; thus, elites were concerned to 
limit industrial expansion.17 Marx was perhaps only reflecting a general percep-
tion of his times when he wrote that

The advance of industry . . . replaces the isolation of the labourers . . . by 
their revolutionary combination, due to association. The development of 
Modern Industry, therefore, cuts from under its feet the very foundation on 
which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates products.18

(Marx 1967: 93–4)

The development of exogenous demand and consumption through the export of 
capital and goods provided the basis for a limited industrial expansion, and one 
whose benefits would be retained solely by the property- owning classes. In 1914, 
British industrialization was as sectorally and geographically limited as dualistic 
colonial economies. Landed and industrial property had become increasingly 
concentrated. Mechanization, skilled labour and rising productivity and real 
wages were found only in sectors producing for export. Little attempt was made 
to expand or mechanize industries producing goods for domestic household con-
sumption. Even Britain’s export industries were slow to adopt new techniques or 
improvements, not only in textiles, but also in coal, iron, steel, railways and 
shipbuilding (see S. Halperin 2004: chapter 3).

The circuit of capital

Europe’s economy before the Second World War was based on the development 
of external markets for heavy industry and high- cost consumption goods. By 
expanding its shipbuilding, boiler- making, gun and ammunition industries, 
Britain was able to penetrate and defend markets overseas; this, in turn, provided 
opportunities for Britain to build foreign railways, canals and other public works, 
including banks, telegraphs and other public services owned or dependent upon 
governments. British exports of capital provided purchasing power among 
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foreign governments and elites for these goods and services, and funded the 
development and transport of food and raw materials exports to Europe, thus 
creating additional foreign purchasing power and demand for British goods, as 
well as decreasing the price of food, and thereby the value of labour, in Britain.19 
At the centre of this circuit was the City of London, which like the advanced 
sector of a ‘dependent’ economy depended ‘only slightly’ on Britain’s economic 
performance (Boyce 1987: 18–19).
 The bulk of Britain’s capital exports between 1880 and 1913 went to the 
Dominions, Europe and the USA. Almost 70 per cent of it went into docks, 
tramways, telegraphs and telephones, gas and electric works and, in particular, 
the enormously capital- absorbing railways. Only the production of modern 
armaments is more capital absorbing (the mass production and export of arma-
ments began with the United States in the 1860s).20 Increasing blocs of territory 
throughout the world became covered with networks of British built and financed 
railroads, provisioned by British steamships and defended by British warships.
 It was the conviction of ‘many authors’ that the prosperity and political and 
social stability enjoyed by the great colonial powers was connected with their 
overseas possessions (Wesseling 1997: 41). However, by 1914 the extremes of 
wealth and poverty created by dualistic economic expansion were generating 
more or less continual conflicts (S. Halperin 2004: chapters 4 and 5). Britain, in 
1914, ‘was a divided country, in which extremes of wealth and poverty 
co existed, often in a state of mutual fear and incomprehension’ (Floud 1997: 7). 
In 1913, less than 5 per cent of Britain’s population over 25 years of age pos-
sessed over 60 per cent of the wealth of the country (Clough 1940: 672–3). 
Though the population of Britain had become on average nearly three and a half 
times richer between 1830 and 1914, ‘up to a third of the population in 1914 had 
incomes which did not provide them with sufficient food to sustain health 
throughout the year’ (Floud 1997: 3, 15). Wages rose sharply between 1905 and 
1913, but the gain was offset by a strong increase in the cost of living and by a 
wide range of social and economic factors (Benson 1989: 56).
 By 1914, tensions were rising not only within European states, but also 
among them. As more and more countries began pursuing dualistic, externally 
oriented economic expansion, expansionist aims began increasingly to focus on 
Europe itself and, as they did, Europe’s balance of power and imperialist regimes 
began to dissolve.

What changed and why
The threat of an imperialist war in Europe forced governments and ruling elites 
to do precisely what a century of overseas imperialist expansion had enabled 
them to avoid: mobilize the masses.
 In the eighteenth century, governments relied on the social elite to pay for 
mercenary troops and to provide military leaders to fight professional wars. The 
impact of these wars on the social order had been relatively limited. However, 
participation of the lower classes in the wars fought by Napoleon’s mass 
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‘citizen’ armies and in the mass armies mobilized to fight against them, as well 
as in areas of work and social life usually barred to them, worked to enhance the 
power of labour and to strengthen its market position. It also compelled govern-
ments to ensure their loyalty by extending to them various rights.21 Thus, after 
the Napoleonic Wars, there was a return to old- style armies of paid profession-
als, mercenaries and ‘gentlemen’ (Silver and Slater 1999: 190). The new weapon 
introduced by Napoleon (mass armies) was used in 1870 by France and 
Germany, also with frightening consequences (the rising of the Paris commune), 
and then not again until 1914.22

 In 1914, aggressive imperialist threats on their frontiers forced European 
states, once again, to use what was then still the most powerful weapon of mass 
destruction: the lévee en masse. The mass mobilizations for the First World War 
set in motion a social revolution that, between 1917 and 1939, swept through 
Europe. Efforts to prevent its further spread and escalation led directly to the 
Second World War. At its end, the region was wholly transformed. Previous 
regional conflagrations had been followed by restorations (e.g. the Napoleonic 
Wars, the revolutions of 1830 and 1848 and the First World War); however, the 
Second World War, by shifting the balance of class power throughout Europe, 
made restoration impossible. Instead, the vastly increased organizational strength 
and power of working classes and peasant masses,23 and the decline of the aris-
tocracy as a result of wartime changes, created the conditions for an historic 
class compromise and for the achievement in Western Europe both of a rela-
tively more nationally embedded capitalism (i.e. a more balanced and internally 
oriented development) and of democracy.
 The class compromise concluded in Western Europe after the Second World 
War was based on social democratic and Keynesian goals and policy instruments. It 
required that social democrats consent to private ownership of the means of produc-
tion and that capitalists use the profits they realized from this to increase productive 
capacity and partly for distribution as gains to other groups (Przeworski 1979). 
Wages rose with profits, so that labour shared in productivity gains, making higher 
mass consumption possible for new mass consumer goods industries. Parties repre-
senting labour became legitimate participants in the political process.
 Post- Second World War development in Europe was characterized by sus-
tained growth rather than short- lived windfalls, and by a more equitable distribu-
tion of income. No longer based on dualistic expansion, it was the outcome of 
the performance largely of the society itself rather than of foreign islands of 
capital.24 There is near unanimity that, in Britain, income after the Second World 
War was distributed more equally than in 1938. Before the First World War, the 
top 5 per cent of the population owned 87 per cent of personal wealth, the 
bottom 90 per cent, 8 per cent. In 1960, the figures were 75 per cent and 17 per 
cent (Hobsbawm 1968: 274). In contrast to pre- war policies, post- war policies 
were characterized by a more equitable distribution of income as well as rising 
income per head. Very large wage increases were conceded by many govern-
ments as one of their first acts following the war; and raising the level of employ-
ment was treated as a very high priority in the formulation of development 
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strategies and plans, and in the laying down of investment criteria. Sustained 
investment, balanced growth, the elimination of monopoly and the production of 
higher levels of welfare for the population produced broad- based development 
and unprecedented growth.
 Western Europe’s phenomenal post- war growth has been attributed to a 
variety of factors: Marshall aid, the creation of regional institutions, trade liber-
alization, foreign labour, war- induced institutional and technological changes, 
and ‘learning’.
 Marshall funds played a prominent role in Western Europe’s post- war recov-
ery, but investment capital had not been lacking before the war: Britain, France, 
Germany and Austria made enormous amounts of capital available to each other 
and to other European countries; and Eastern Europe, which received no Mar-
shall funds, also experienced unprecedented rapid industrial development and 
increasing affluence from the early 1950s until around 1970. By the time 
regional and international organizations had abolished trade restrictions among 
its members, Europe’s post- war ‘take- off ’ was well under way. Charles Kindle-
berger (1964) attributes Europe’s rapid post- war growth to the availability of 
large supplies of labour. But Western Europe had suffered, not from insufficient 
labour before the war, but from persistent unemployment (Landes 1969: 390–1); 
and large numbers of foreign workers had been available and used in significant 
numbers (Strikwerda 1993: 1122).
 Some scholars have argued that the world wars did not create, but only acceler-
ated, the trends that produced Europe’s relatively more nationally embedded econo-
mies (Kuznets 1964); that, as a result of their wartime role in managing economies 
and encouraging industrial expansion, governments had ‘learned’ how to create the 
mass demand necessary to base industrialization on the expansion of the internal 
market. But government- induced demand creation was a key feature in Europe’s 
nineteenth- century industrial expansion. Almost universally, government demand 
substituted for missing developmental ‘prerequisites’ such as capital, skills and a 
home market for industrial goods.25 And if the post- war shift that oriented invest-
ment and production towards the domestic market was the result of ‘learning’, i.e. 
of gaining a better or different understanding of demand management, then why 
hasn’t this learning benefited growth in the contemporary developing world?
 Moreover, arguments about ‘learning’ misunderstand the nature of the 
changes that occurred throughout Europe following the Second World War. 
These changes, as Joseph Schumpeter and others have observed, represented not 
a further evolution of nineteenth- century trends, but ‘a massive capitulation’ to 
social democracy. As Schumpeter noted, a decisive shift in the balance of class 
power had occurred throughout Europe as a result of the Second World War, and 
this explained, not only the transformation that had taken place there, but its 
apparent permanence:

The business class has accepted ‘gadgets of regulation’ and ‘new fiscal 
burdens’, a mere fraction of which it would have felt to be unbearable fifty 
years ago. . . . And it does not matter whether the business class accepts this 
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new situation or not. The power of labour is almost strong enough in itself – 
and amply so in alliance with the other groups that have in fact, if not in 
words, renounced allegiance to the scheme of values of the private- profit 
economy – to prevent any reversal which goes beyond an occasional scaling 
off of rough edges.

(1976: 419–20; my emphasis)

We might further consider the link between the shift in the balance of class 
power and Europe’s post- Second World War transformation by reflecting on 
today’s advanced industrial democracies. These are countries which (1) never 
had an entrenched landed elite (Canada, New Zealand and Australia); (2) saw a 
significant decline in the power of landowners as a result of civil war (the United 
States); (3) experienced a breakdown of their traditional social structures and 
massive land reforms as a result of devastating wars (most of Europe); or (4) had 
a massive land reform imposed by external forces and experienced, as a con-
sequence, the breakdown of their traditional class structures (Japan).

Implications for democracy today
The discussion of preceding sections raises questions about the adequacy of 
current initiatives for achieving full participatory democracy. In particular, it 
challenges their association of economic openness with democratization. The 
focus of a vast literature, as well as the rationale for most, if not all, major demo-
cracy promotion proposals and programmes, is the association of the achieve-
ment of democracy with the development of more open economies. But, as 
previous sections argued, the achievement of Western democracy is associated, 
not with greater economic openness, but with the emergence of a relatively more 
nationally ‘embedded’ capitalism, involving greater restrictions on capital and 
an increase in state regulatory and welfare functions. The emergence of demo-
cracy, historically, is associated with a breakdown of traditional class structures, 
an increase in the power of working classes relative to that of other classes, a 
relatively more nationally embedded capitalism, the development of purchasing 
power among a mass domestic citizen workforce, and the extension and integra-
tion of domestic markets. It is associated with state policies that ensure that 
wages rise with profits, so that labour shares in productivity gains, making higher 
mass consumption possible for new mass consumer goods industries. None of 
these changes feature prominently in the vast qualitative and quantitative 
literature devoted to exploring ‘requisites’ of democracy’; nor are they outcomes 
envisioned or promoted by the democracy promotion efforts of Western govern-
ments, NGOs and international organizations.
 In fact, it is frequently argued that globalization and, in particular, unrestricted 
international transactions, potentially contributes to democratization. In a widely 
cited recent study, Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson argue that, if capital 
owners can more easily take their money out of a given country, they will be more 
secure about democratic politics and less inclined to use repression to prevent a 
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transition to democracy; and since trade opening increases rewards to the relatively 
abundant factors of production in each country, in less developed countries which 
have an excess of labour and a shortage of capital, international trade will work to 
reduce the gap between the incomes of labour and capital and thus change the 
extent of inequality between capital owners and labour owners (Acemoglu and 
Robinson 2006: 20–1). The basic dynamic that this implies involves the mainte-
nance of a balance of class power. Acemoglu and Robinson reinforce this point by 
arguing that the rich consent to democracy and redistribution when they deem the 
costs of continued repression or the threat of revolution to be too high and that, con-
sequently, ‘a relatively effective threat of revolution from the citizens is important 
for democratisation’. When ‘citizens are not well organised, the system will not be 
challenged and transition to democracy will be delayed infinitely’ (2006: 31).
 Establishing and maintaining a balance of class power has long been recog-
nized as a requisite of stable democracy (see, e.g. Przeworski and Wallerstein 
1992). In the post- Second World War ‘class compromise’ in Western Europe, 
the relatively poorer majority gave up revolution and consented to private own-
ership of the means of production, while the relatively wealthier minority con-
sented to democracy and redistribution, i.e. to using the profits they realize from 
private ownership of the means of production to increase productive capacity 
and for distribution as gains to other groups. The need for a balance of class 
power to maintain democracy suggests that countries that are more unequal will 
tend to be less democratic; and Acemoglu and Robinson find, in fact, that demo-
cracy is positively associated with a relatively higher labour share of GDP than 
is found in non- democratic countries (2006: 59).
 But if democracy requires a balance of class power, then democracy depends 
on constraints that limit the possibility of the threat of massive disinvestment, as 
a means of swaying the balance of class power in favour of employers. This 
requires restrictions on the ability of capital owners to take their money out of a 
given country. It also requires restrictions on the ability of employers to under-
mine local labour by relocating or outsourcing production abroad where labour 
regulations are less stringent and more difficult to enforce.
 However, structural adjustment programmes, which are designed to more 
widely open up economies to foreign capital and foreign trade, have been per-
sistently promoted as inextricably linked to democracy and the expansion of 
civil society. The demise of the Washington Consensus that promotes this view 
may be, as Charles Gore argues, ‘inevitable’. But what Gore noted in 2000 prob-
ably also remains the case today: that it is still too early yet to announce its fall 
(Gore 2000: 800). Evidence of its persistence can be seen in the fact that the 
measures these programmes prescribe are also found with almost unvarying reg-
ularity at the heart of a variety of other programmes and initiatives, including 
fast- track transitions from socialist systems, ‘shock therapy’, post- war and post- 
disaster (e.g. tsunami, hurricane) reconstructions, civil society initiatives, good 
governance proposals, stabilization measures and democratization promotion 
programmes.26 In aggregate, they are also associated with the pre- conditions or 
exigencies of ‘globalization’.27
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 But these measures stand in direct opposition to the changes associated with 
the achievement of democracy in the West, including the resumption by states 
of the welfare and regulatory functions that they had relinquished in the nine-
teenth century and the pursuit of policies designed to increase domestic invest-
ment, produce a more equitable distribution of income and expand domestic 
markets. Getting this history right is important. Misconceptions about how 
democracy was achieved in the past informs not only academic research and 
writing: it also shapes expectations in the third world, the democratization and 
development initiatives promoted by Western agencies, and our understanding 
of globalization and its relationship to democratic struggles throughout the 
world today.

Notes
 1 Arguments in the dependency and the traditional development literature maintain that, 

while in Europe the industrial bourgeoisie challenged the political power of traditional 
elites and was a prime force in the achievement of both industrial development and 
democracy, in third world countries, the local bourgeoisie is crippled by the domina-
tion exerted by international capital and too weak and dependent to act as an effective 
agent of national industrial and democratic development. See e.g. Gerschenkron 
(1962), Evans (1979), O’Donnell (1979) and Portes (1985)).

 2 The discussion that follows often focuses, not on Europe, but only on Britain, as 
Britain represents the ‘hardest case’ for the arguments elaborated in this chapter.

 3 ‘Dualism’ is used here in the sense that dependency theorists use the term: to describe 
a lack of integration of various parts of the domestic economy due to strong linkages 
between portions of the economy and foreign economies. Dependency theorists argue 
that this sort of ‘dualism’ is a result of the colonial and imperial policies of European 
powers who recast third world economies in a specialized, export- producing mould, 
thus creating fundamental and interrelated structural distortions that continue to 
thwart development. See e.g. Amin (1977), Cardoso and Faletto (1979), Williams 
(1979), Murdoch (1980), Sunkel (1993). While the discussion that follows adopts this 
term, it rejects the notion that ‘dependent development’ describes an idiosyncratic 
contemporary third world development, and that it is an outcome largely of the domi-
nation of external powers.

 4 See, for an elaboration, S. Halperin (1997 and 2004). For a summary of the arguments 
concerning Britain see S. Halperin (2004: 83–4).

 5 Rueschemeyer et al. contend that Switzerland was an exception; in France and Britain 
segments of this class perhaps also played a positive role (1992: 98).

 6 Goldstein 1983: 18–19. Urban areas were generally over- represented to ensure the 
political dominance of urbanized elements in legislatures in Austria, Germany and the 
Scandinavian countries.

 7 See, e.g. Labour Organizer, March 1924, 9.
 8 Britain’s House of Lords, a hereditary body monopolized by the great landowning 

families, had absolute veto power over legislation proposed by the House of 
Commons until 1911 (Lieven 1992: 205).

 9 In addition to the electoral abuses previously discussed, European governments sus-
pended parliaments after the First World War, outlawed opposition parties, censored 
the press and limited assemblies. Parliamentary democracy was destroyed in Italy 
(1922), Portugal (1926), the Baltic states (1926), Hungary (1919), Poland (1926), the 
Balkan countries (1923, 1926, 1929), Belgium (1926, 1935), Germany (1934), Austria 
(1934), the Netherlands (1935), Switzerland (1935) and Spain (1936).
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10 Britain’s labour market exhibited a sharp dualism. In the export sectors, there 

developed a ‘labour aristocracy’ consisting of ‘a maximum of 15%, and probably 
less’, of the work force (Hobsbawm 1968: 161). The other 85 per cent of the work-
force, including women, children, rural labourers and migrants, worked in low- wage 
unskilled jobs with little security, and in poor working conditions. Throughout the 
century earnings for these workers remained insecure and insufficient. See S. Halperin 
(2004: 91–9).

11 Mass consumption is associated with democracy. Its corrosive effects were recog-
nized in the laws regulating consumption throughout history. Sumptuary laws 
restricted the personal consumption of goods based on class and income and were 
enacted in Europe between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries, as in other places 
and times, to preserve and reinforce lines of distinction between classes. They were 
aimed largely at the masses and ‘uppity’ middle- class elements. Laws forbidding the 
common people from clothing themselves like their betters were retained by many 
states well into the nineteenth century. See e.g. Baldwin (1926) and Hunt (1996).

12 That is why nationalist policies and rhetoric emerged across different societies. As 
Liah Greenfeld (1992) shows, groups in different countries were facing problems 
similar to those that, in England, had given rise to nationalism and, with modifica-
tions, copied the model developed in England. Solutions developed in one country 
were, thus, observed and copied, with modifications relevant to the specific context. 
As Charles Tilly notes, developments in some countries ‘created visible, prestigious, 
transferable models for exploitation and opportunity hoarding’. Consequently, 
‘Throughout the world, administrative structures, constitutions, and declared commit-
ments of regimes to development, stability, and democracy came to resemble each 
other far more than did the diversity of their material conditions and actual accom-
plishments’ (1991: 180).

13 Barratt Brown (1970: x). On Germany and France see Wehler (1969) and Wesseling 
(1997).

14 Davis and Huttenback (1988: 67). It might be argued that capitalists thought that 
profit margins were higher abroad. We cannot definitively know. However, given the 
overall context in which investment and other decisions were made, which included 
widespread fears of proletarian radicalism, it is reasonable to argue that this context 
influences a reorganization of production which limited industrialization and the 
distribution of its gains and which shifted ‘the composition of output in favor of 
capital goods, exports and goods and services for upper- class consumption’ (Deane 
1979: 270).

15 See, e.g. Lenin (1939). The notion that advanced countries had capital- saturated econ-
omies was current at the time Lenin wrote and later was embraced by a wide variety 
of theorists and historians.

16 In previous centuries, when the production of goods in Europe had been largely for 
local markets, the masses had been able to exercise power through consumer choice 
or boycott. Consequently, there was a ‘highly sensitive consumer- consciousness’ 
among working people and a tradition of popular action to gain fair prices. In the 
eighteenth century, workers also acted to gain fair wages and to regulate their work 
time (Thompson 1993: 189).

17 As Tom Nairn argued, Britain’s elite opposed any ‘aggressive development of indus-
trialism’ and the social transformation necessary to it (1981: 21). German elites also 
feared that industrial expansion would increase the danger of socialism. This was 
much in evidence in the opinions expressed in Kreuzzeitung, the most influential 
organ of German conservatism. Friedrich Richter, Preussiche Wirtschaftspolitik in 
den Ostprovinzen (Köningsberg: Ost Europa, 1938: 48–52; cited in Tipton 1976: 
115–16). And the opposition of these elites was successful in hampering industrial 
development plans in Germany in the 1890s and preventing their revival after 1902. 
See, also, Weiner (1982: 1–10).
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18 It might be argued that owners of wealth were not conscious of the social externalities 

associated with the application of large masses of labour to production. While this 
seems hardly plausible, they would have been after Marx spelled it out for them in the 
widely read and cited Communist Manifesto. Britain’s industrialization kept 85 per 
cent of its workforce (those working outside the export sector) in low- wage, unskilled 
jobs with little security, and poor working conditions; the bulk of labour worked in 
agriculture, the largest branch of the British economy in employment terms until 1901 
(Hobsbawm 1968: 195). Before the Second World War, British agriculture was 
largely unmechanized: the majority of farms in England and Wales did not possess 
either a tractor or a milking machine, despite their having been available for some 
thirty years or more (Benson 1989: 19). Landowners’ control over the countryside 
and the rural populations ensured that rural workers did not join the ranks of organ-
ized labour until the First World War. It was mobilization for the world wars that 
united urban and rural, skilled and unskilled labour for the first time. More on this, 
below.

19 Britain’s industrial wage earners realized 55–60 per cent of their wage in the form of 
food; the steady fall in prices of staple food imports after 1874 allowed real wages in 
Britain to rise until the First World War (Mathias 1983: 343).

20 Dobb (1963: 296). Hobsbawm argues that ‘many of the railways constructed were 
and remained quite irrational by any transport criterion’. However, investors were 
looking ‘for any investment likely to yield more than the 3.4 percent of public stocks’ 
(1968: 111).

21 Serfdom was abolished in Prussia concurrently with Stein’s military reforms, as it was 
in Russia when Alexander II transformed the army from a professional into a con-
script force. In Austria, the adoption of universal military service coincided with 
reforms that established a constitutional monarchy (Andreski 1968: 69).

22 See, for an overview of this issue, Howard (1961: 8–39). Russia conscripted large 
numbers of men for the Crimean War; but contrast an account of the forces raised for 
that war (Royle 1999: 91–2) with an account of the French mobilization in 1870–1 
(Taithe 2001: esp. 6–13, 22–8, 38–47).

23 Unskilled labour joined the ranks of organized labour for the first time between 1914 
and 1921. James Cronin observes that, before the war, the distinction within the 
working class ‘between “rough” and “respectable,” between the skilled and organized 
and the unskilled and unorganized’, had been ‘very real to contemporaries and was 
reflected in many aspects of politics and collective action’. Following the war, 
however, ‘a variety of technical, social and economic processes conjoined to produce 
a working class that was . . . less sharply divided within itself, and also more culturally 
distinct from middle and upper class society’. After the war, skilled and unskilled 
workers, workers of different occupations, anarchists and socialists, Social Democrats 
and Communists, revolutionaries and reformists closed ranks to press for change 
(J. Cronin 1982: 121, 139).

24 The dualistic, ‘dis- embedded’ economic expansion discussed throughout this chapter 
involves both capital and trade mobility: the dispersal of capital investment and pro-
duction, and production for international trade at the expense of the expansion of 
domestic markets.

25 Morris and Adelman (1988: 123–4). During the First World War, the machinery of 
government vastly expanded in Britain: it nationalized industries, raised taxes, limited 
profits, controlled labour relations, and imposed rationing and price controls to effect 
equitable distribution. However, after 1918, forces of resistance worked ‘to restore the 
social and economic conditions of 1914’ (Abrams 1963: 58).

26 See, for instance, The Greater Middle East Initiative (GMEI), and the Broader Middle 
East and North Africa Initiative (BMENAI). These focus on a combination of demo-
cratization measures linked to the adoption of more effective investment and trade 
policies.
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27 See, for a review of recent, and inconclusive, empirical research on the effect of 

economic and financial globalization on democracy, Eichengreen and Leblang (2006). 
Empirical evidence does suggest, however, ‘that greater integration of deregulated 
trade and capital flows over the last two decades has likely undermined efforts to raise 
living standards for the world’s poor’ (Hersh et al. (2001)). By maintaining or increas-
ing inequalities, this might be assumed to negatively impact prospects for democracy.



5 Escaping the liberal straitjacket
Re- examining democracy’s history

Christopher Hobson

If you establish democracy, you must in due time reap the fruits of a democracy.
Benjamin Disraeli (Hansard 1859: 1245)

Introduction1

Disraeli’s observation is one that the current British Prime Minister would surely 
agree with. Where the two would diverge is over what exactly these ‘fruits’ are. 
For the present- day leader, it would no doubt entail a mixture of goods: freedom, 
liberty, prosperity, stability, peace and a range of other positives. Disraeli, 
however, was not particularly keen on reaping democracy’s harvest, which he 
viewed as consisting of rotten fruit. The above quotation continues:

You will in due season have wars entered into from passion and not from 
reason; and you will in due season submit to peace ignominiously sought 
and ignominiously obtained, which will diminish your authority and perhaps 
endanger your independence. You will in due season find your property is 
less valuable, and our freedom less complete.

(Hansard 1859: 1245)

For the majority of democracy’s past, opinion has generally sided with Disraeli, 
regarding it as a dangerous and unstable form of rule which inevitably led to 
anarchy or despotism. Yet democracy’s present- day ascendency has led to this 
historically more prevalent viewpoint being lost.
 As part of this history of forgetting, it is a liberal vision that largely structures 
our mental horizons of what democracy is, and can be. With the final collapse of 
the people’s and one- party models of democracy in the 1980s, liberal democracy 
emerged as dominant, almost by default (Burgess 2001: 59–63). For many 
observers, though, the defeat of communism did vindicate the liberal model. 
Fukuyama (1989: 3) boldly proposed that:

What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the 
passing of a particular period of postwar history, but the end of history as 
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such: that is, the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the uni-
versalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human 
government.

In such accounts, democracy’s uneven and contested past is replaced by a Whig-
gish narrative of progress. This is representative of a more general tendency by 
liberal scholars to conceive of democracy in universal terms, abstracting it from 
history and in so doing, taking it as something relatively unproblematic and 
settled.
 The central argument of this chapter is that to properly comprehend demo-
cracy’s present and future, we must cultivate a much deeper and more nuanced 
reading of its past. Needed is ‘a radical historicisation of democracy’, in Frank 
Ankersmit’s (2002: 10–11) words, which foregrounds that it is a contingent his-
torical fact, and something that is far from inevitable. This position inverts the 
standard account provided by liberalism. Rather than comfortably accepting the 
current prominence of democracy, this chapter instead considers the much longer 
tradition of thought which saw it as something deeply problematic, and very dis-
tinct from liberalism. In so doing, the approach taken highlights the historical 
contingency of the present democratic moment, questioning whether this state of 
affairs is actually much less secure than many presume. At the same time, such a 
perspective also promotes a much more reflexive position, one that can point the 
way towards a considered case for democracy.
 The argument will proceed as follows. First, democracy’s current place in 
international relations will be considered, focusing on the liberal argument that 
democracy is universal as a value, and increasingly also in practice. Second, it is 
suggested that the liberal reading of democracy’s history downplays or excludes 
the majority of its past, much of which contradicts a simplistic progressive nar-
rative. Building on these observations, an alternative account is presented, one 
which explores the historically conditioned nature of both the liberal democratic 
model and democracy’s present normative positioning. In the penultimate 
section, a reconsideration of democracy in light of this ‘radical historicisation’ 
will be undertaken, noting that it points towards a more cautious stance, highly 
cognisant of democracy’s limits and fragility. In concluding, the consequences 
of the argument for understanding democracy’s role in contemporary politics 
will be considered.

Democracy at the ‘end of history’
A defining feature of the post- Cold War era has been the ideological ascendancy 
of democracy. As Larry Diamond (2003a) observes, democracy ‘came during 
the 1990s to be a global phenomenon, the predominant form of government, and 
the only broadly legitimate form of government in the world’. Indeed, the wide-
spread acceptance and growth of democracy across the world suggests it is fast 
becoming a ‘universal value’, something akin to a default position for humanity 
(Sen 1999). In the speeches and thought of world leaders, policy- makers and 
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observers, democracy is regularly equated with the lofty ideals of freedom, 
liberty and equality. The rhetoric of George W. Bush (2008b) offers a particu-
larly clear and significant case of this:

The United States appreciates that democratic progress requires tough 
choices. Our own history teaches us that the road to freedom is not always 
even, and democracy does not come overnight. Yet we also know that for 
all the difficulties, a society based on liberty is worth the sacrifice. We know 
that democracy is the only form of government that treats individuals with 
the dignity and equality that is their right. We know from experience that 
democracy is the only system of government that yields lasting peace and 
stability.

This strong faith in democracy is perhaps one of the few things many would be 
willing to agree with Bush on. One could continue listing examples, but the basic 
point, namely, that there has been a remarkable consensus over the normative 
and political desirability of democracy in the post- Cold War world, is relatively 
uncontroversial.2
 The above quote from Bush also reveals a distinct understanding of the rela-
tionship between history and democracy. It is premised on a linear, teleological 
account of history, whereby developments and changes over time have an under-
lying logic or purpose, and an ultimate end point can be identified and poten-
tially reached. This perspective is by no means limited to Bush; it has been a 
hallmark of many liberal scholars and practitioners. The clearest, and most influ-
ential, enunciation of this position has been provided by Fukuyama (1992: 48), 
who proposed that, ‘there is a fundamental process at work that dictates a 
common evolutionary pattern for all human societies – in short, something like a 
Universal History of mankind in the direction of liberal democracy’. While the 
triumphalist narrative has been heavily critiqued, it would be a mistake to dis-
count this thesis. Few have agreed wholesale, but many continue to accept the 
argument in a qualified form, with the assertion of liberal democracy’s superior-
ity resonating especially widely (Marks 2000: 534–5). As Žižek (2008: 421) 
observes, ‘it is easy to make fun of Fukuyama’s notion of the End of History, 
but the dominant ethos today is “Fukuyamaian”: liberal- democratic capitalism is 
accepted as the finally found formula of the best possible society’. It is also a 
position that Fukuyama (2008; 2010) continues to strongly maintain, even if the 
language is now a bit more cautious.
 Fukuyama’s influential account of democracy and its past forms an important 
component of ‘liberal millenarianism’, a prominent intellectual movement that 
emerged in the liberal zeitgeist of the 1990s. Marks (2000: 538–9) identifies the 
defining characteristics of this position as: (1) a teleological conception of 
history; (2) an understanding that this telos is liberal democracy; (3) a belief that 
‘we’, the West, have essentially reached this end point of liberal democracy, in 
comparison to a non- liberal ‘they’ that have yet to progress; and (4) an 
overriding sense of optimism and confidence about democracy’s present and 
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future. Liberal millenarianism is notably found in the works of some of the most 
prominent thinkers on democratisation, democratic peace theory, democracy 
promotion and international law.3 What makes this movement significant is pre-
cisely the close links that exist between academic and policy- making circles in 
these fields (Guilhot 2005; Robinson 1996).4 This has been recently evidenced in 
the thought and practice of the Bush administration and their neo- conservative 
backers, whereby the advancement of democracy abroad was at the heart of 
American foreign policy. Indeed, Tony Smith (2007) has strongly argued that 
liberal millenarianism was influential in shaping and giving justification to 
Bush’s ‘liberal imperialism’.
 For liberal millenarians – academics and policy- makers alike – democracy’s 
merits and universality have been amply demonstrated, ethically and empirically. 
In terms of its normative validity, ‘democracy’, in George W. Bush’s (2008a) 
words, ‘leads to a better life’. Liberal democracy is seen as the form of govern-
ment most capable of providing for basic human rights and needs, such as 
freedom, liberty, stability and equality. Robert Dahl (1998: 45) comes up with a 
condensed list of ten desirable consequences of democracy: ‘(1) avoiding tyranny, 
(2) essential rights, (3) general freedom, (4) self determination, (5) moral auton-
omy, (6) human development, (7) protecting essential personal interests, (8) 
political equality, . . . (9) peace- seeking, (10) prosperity.’ Existing liberal demo-
cracies are seen to provide these goods – in either absolute or relative terms – 
both domestically and internationally. And its continued spread is taken as 
evidence that (liberal) democracy is something that transcends cultural bounda-
ries. Regularly cited are opinion polls, such as the Pew Center and Barometer 
surveys, indicating that democracy is the preferred form of government in all 
regions of the world (e.g. Diamond 2008: 32–3). In this sense, the demand for 
democracy is taken as universal. Increasingly so is the supply, according to the 
influential Freedom House and Polity data sets, which show a slow, but clear, 
global movement towards democracy over the last century. This trend became 
more noticeable with the third wave of democratisation, with its breadth seen as 
further proof that the desire for, and possibility of, democracy is universal 
(Gershman 2005: 20–2; McFaul 2004–5). From this perspective, this kind of gov-
ernment may have emerged from a historically and culturally specific context, but 
it has transcended those localised beginnings to become truly universal in its 
aspirations, scope and applicability (Diamond 2008; Fukuyama 1992).

A ‘radical historicisation’ of democracy
The dominant liberal millenarian vision universalises a historically specific 
understanding of what democracy is, and should be. Underwriting the account is 
a linear, teleological reading of democracy’s past, which operates to validate this 
problematic truth claim. Indeed, one of the most significant dimensions of demo-
cracy in world politics today is the extent to which a Whig reading of its history, 
as exemplified by – though crucially not limited to – the liberal millenarians, has 
been naturalised, and the basic idea of democracy as a good goes unquestioned. 
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As Ankersmit (2002: 10–11) observes, ‘since we are all democrats (or so one 
may hope!), we tend to see democracy as the fulfillment of our political destiny 
and as the political system that will remain with us for the rest of human history’. 
There is, however, nothing fixed or eternal about democracy, or any other 
method of governing for that matter. In previous epochs religious or monarchic 
conceptions dominated; today these are anachronisms that have long since disap-
peared from our world- view. In much the same way, there is little to suggest that 
democracy will inevitably endure. Even if liberal democracy represents the only 
viable state form at present – a highly contentious claim – this does not preclude 
the possibility that non- democratic or post- democratic alternatives will emerge 
in the future. Yet the liberal millenarian framework inhibits our ability to recog-
nise if such changes are occurring.
 Opposed to this self- defeating tendency of conceiving of democracy in 
abstracted, universal terms, a ‘radical historicisation’ of democracy consciously 
foregrounds its historically conditioned and variable nature. Ankersmit (2002: 
11) explains the consequences of adopting this alternative perspective:

On the one hand, it obviously entails a relativisation of democracy: we 
should not see it as the epiphany of the ultimate political Truth, as we so 
often tend to do. On the other hand, such thinking may stimulate a more 
realistic attitude toward democracy than customarily is the case, an attitude 
that may be more beneficial to the cause of democracy than ahistoricist ado-
ration and blind glorification.

Building on these reflections, it is argued that this kind of approach is better 
equipped to comprehend the contemporary nature of democracy.
 Simply put, it is time to break free of the liberal straitjacket that constrains 
our democratic horizons. To demonstrate this central claim, a brief conceptual 
history of democracy will be sketched in two parts.5 First, the dominant liberal 
democratic model will be considered, and second, the historical development of 
the present normative consensus on democracy will be explored. This discussion 
is motivated by Quentin Skinner’s (1998: 116–17) important suggestion that:

The intellectual historian can help us appreciate how far the values embod-
ied in our present way of life, and our present ways of thinking about those 
values, reflect a series of choices made at different times between different 
possible worlds. This awareness can help to liberate us from the grip of any 
one hegemonal account of those values and how they should be interpreted 
and understood.

With this in mind, recovering the way the concept of democracy has changed 
over time illustrates that there is nothing essential in its present shape and 
meaning. In addition, it highlights that the liberal model now dominant is not 
natural, but born of historical contingencies, and as circumstances change it 
could be superseded or disappear.
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Liberal democracy: liberalism and democracy

I passionately love liberty, the rule of law, and respect for rights, but not 
democracy.

(Tocqueville, quoted in Canfora 2006: 18–19)

Liberal democracy is of relatively recent vintage, having emerged only in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. Before their unlikely marriage, liberalism 
and democracy had long been separate doctrines, respectively concerned with 
liberty and equality. In this regard, democracy and liberalism each took a differ-
ent emphasis from the banner of the French Revolution – ‘Liberté, Egalité, Fra-
ternité’.6 Schmitt (1988: 13, 17) extends this distinction further to a separation in 
theory between ‘liberal individualism’ and ‘democratic homogeneity’, but notes 
that ‘modern mass democracy rests on the confused combination of both’. This 
‘confusion’ stems from democracy and liberalism sharing the same starting 
point, the individual, but ‘the individual of the former is not the same as the indi-
vidual of the latter’ (Bobbio 2005: 42). Put crudely, liberalism’s individual is 
essentially atomistic, whereas democracy’s individual is more directly societal. 
The initial, if somewhat banal, conclusion is that the relationship between liber-
alism and democracy is highly complex, one open to multiple interpretations.
 Given that liberalism and democracy are – historically and theoretically – 
distinct, this suggests that liberal democracy is far from being a logical, let alone 
necessary, form.7 Indeed, at first glance the potentially conflicting concerns with 
liberty and equality would seem to work against combining the two doctrines. In 
this regard, Bobbio (2005: 48–9) usefully identifies three possible relationships 
between the two components that make up liberal democracy: (1) liberalism and 
democracy are compatible; (2) liberalism and democracy are antithetical; (3) 
liberalism and democracy are necessarily interlinked. Theoretically, the first of 
these is the most plausible: democracy and liberalism do share some similar 
concerns, and thus have the potential to join, but this is not preordained. This 
differs, however, from the dominant perspective in liberal internationalist schol-
arship, where it is the third relationship – one of necessity – that prevails. Editor 
of the influential Journal of Democracy, Marc Plattner (1998) strongly argues 
that a ‘profound kinship’ exists between liberalism and democracy, and that even 
if the two doctrines were separate in the past, they are now inextricably linked. 
Plattner was writing in response to Fareed Zakaria’s (1997) now seminal article, 
‘The Rise of Illiberal Democracy’. While Zakaria carefully distinguishes liberal-
ism and democracy, his concern is precisely that illiberal democracies are 
deficient in one of the two ‘necessary’ components. The underlying premise 
ultimately remains the same: liberalism and democracy are interlinked. Instead, 
the problem is that many new democracies are lacking the required element of 
liberalism.
 In the thought of nineteenth- century liberals, it was the second relationship – 
one of incompatibility – that dominated. Given the tendency by liberals today to 
naturalise the contemporary liberal democratic model, it is instructive reflecting 
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on this contradictory position held by their predecessors. Liberals strongly 
advocated popular sovereignty against monarchy and aristocracy, but were much 
more reticent about popular government. This was especially evident during the 
1848 Revolutions, as liberals soon sided with conservatives against the more 
revolutionary – and democratic – demands of socialists and communists. Reflect-
ing on events in Paris, Alexander Herzen acutely identified the halfway position 
of liberals: ‘they want freedom and even a republic provided that it is confined to 
their own cultivated circle. Beyond the limits of their moderate circle they 
become conservatives’ (quoted in Ellis 2000: 49). This cautious response was 
motivated by a fear that the levelling instincts of democracy threatened the liber-
ties which had only just been wrestled from monarchs and aristocrats. As Herbert 
Spencer put it, ‘the function of Liberalism in the past was that of putting a limit 
to the powers of kings. The function of true Liberalism in the future will be 
that of putting a limit to the powers of Parliaments’ (quoted in Christophersen 
1966: 174).
 At the heart of liberal fears was the belief that in a democracy the liberties of 
the individual would be sacrificed at the altar of equality. An excellent represen-
tation of this position can be found in Lecky’s Democracy and Liberty, pub-
lished in 1899:

. . . strong arguments may be adduced, both from history and from the nature 
of things, to show that democracy may often prove the direct opposite of 
liberty. . . . Equality is the idol of democracy, but, with the infinitely various 
capabilities and energies of men, this can only be attained by a constant, 
systematic, stringent repression of their natural development. Whenever 
natural forces have unrestricted play, inequality is certain to ensure. Demo-
cracy destroys the balance of opinions, interests, and classes, on which con-
stitutional liberty mainly depends, and its constant tendency is to impair the 
efficiency and authority of parliaments, which have hitherto proved the chief 
organs of political liberty.

(Lecky 1899: 256–7)

The growing sense of democracy’s inevitability made liberals all the more 
worried about limiting and controlling it. Writing in the 1860s, Matthew Arnold 
observed that: ‘at the present time, almost everyone believes in the growth of 
democracy, almost everyone talks of it, almost everyone laments it’ (quoted in 
D. Bell 2007: 31). Indeed, when Tocqueville had earlier travelled to America, it 
was partly to assess whether the ‘rising tide’ of democracy would engulf Europe, 
or if it could be managed. And one significant consequence of Tocqueville’s 
(2003) widely read study was a growth in concern with democracy’s perceived 
susceptibility to the ‘tyranny of the majority’, whereby the rights of the minority 
are subject to the caprice of the unrestrained majority. Given the tremendous 
socio- economic changes taking place, the majority would necessarily be the 
poorer, less educated working classes. Partly for this reason, liberals were 
against the institution of universal suffrage, regarding it as having the potential 
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to facilitate the destruction of constitutional barriers protecting individual rights, 
while also leading to the voices of the enlightened few being drowned out by the 
uneducated masses.
 The contradiction underlying the programme of nineteenth- century liberals was 
that the universalist language used to claim and secure constitutions simultan-
eously made it difficult to indefinitely ignore calls for the extension of basic rights 
and the franchise. In this sense, the subsequent appearance of liberal democracy 
was not so much due to most liberals wishing for it. Rather, it partly emerged from 
a miscalculation in the strategy used to entrench liberal rights, combined with a 
gradual recognition by liberals that the best way to manage democracy’s seem-
ingly unavoidable rise was to control it as best they could. As it happened, the 
advent of extensive, and eventually universal, suffrage did not result in the calami-
ties that many liberals had worried about. Writing at the turn of the century, the 
author of Unforeseen Tendencies of Democracy observed that before universal suf-
frage ‘there were many fears about the bad influence of their [‘the excluded 
masses’] vote on the government, but there were no fears that they would not 
immediately and fully exercise the privilege conferred on them’ (Godkin 1898: 
60–1). Liberals only became more convinced supporters of democracy once it was 
demonstrated that it was not the great threat to individual rights it was thought to 
be. Placed in a longer historical context, it can be seen that there was little preor-
dained in the creation of ‘liberal democracy’. It is a relatively recent construction, 
one that only emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
 In considering the historically conditioned nature of liberal democracy, one 
must further note that this union was not, by any means, an even one. It may be 
the case that democracy can be traced back to ancient Greece and beyond, but in 
the modern era it was liberalism that came first, and would structure the sub-
sequent reappearance of democracy. As a result, in the liberal democratic model 
to emerge in the West, ‘liberalism is its absolute premise and foundation and 
penetrates and shapes its democratic character’ (Parekh 1993: 157). This point is 
fundamental. Even if one accepts the position that democracy and liberalism are 
necessary partners – which is questionable on both historical and theoretical 
grounds – the way the two components have been reconciled was historically 
determined. Within the prevailing model of liberal democracy, liberalism has 
been the dominant partner and provides the confines within which democracy 
exists. Yet there is no reason, logically speaking, why this should be the case. 
The composite nature of liberal democracy suggests it is open to various pos-
sible formations, depending on how each of its two parts is understood and 
incorporated. For example, alternate liberal democratic models could be based 
on an equal weighting between the two components, or democracy instead 
playing the hegemonic role. Indeed, it is most likely that different forms of 
liberal democracy would garner more support and traction in non- Western envi-
ronments, where different conceptions of the individual and community exist 
(Parekh 1993: 169).
 By appreciating the historically conditioned nature of the dominant liberal 
democratic model, the simplistic teleology and universalism that informs the 
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liberal millenarian position is challenged. Like all other forms of rule, liberal 
democracy is a system of government that emerged in a particular context to 
answer a set of political questions unique to that time (Ankersmit 2002: 92–3). 
The dominant liberal democratic model emerged in the West over the last centu-
ries and necessarily reflects this heritage. Notably, the strong emphasis on the 
liberties and freedom of the individual is the result of a specific set of historical 
contingencies, where liberalism was fighting the prevailing collectivist world- 
view that had preceded it (Niebuhr and Sigmund 1969: 79–80). Liberalism’s 
conception of the individual and society is very distinctive, different from histor-
ically prevalent understandings, even within the West (Arblaster 1984: 8). In this 
regard, Parekh (1993: 169) observes that ‘different societies define and individu-
ate people differently. They also therefore define freedom, equality, rights, prop-
erty, justice, loyalty, power and authority differently.’ The Western tradition of 
liberalism, and thus the liberal democratic model that stems from it, provides 
just one set of answers to these questions.

Democracy before liberalism

Democracy has always been the naughty boy in the School of Ages, so he 
has had to bear the blame of anything done wrong, as a king beheaded or a 
city burnt; but he is getting old enough to defend himself, and will probably 
give us some new versions.

(Harwood 1882: 40)

Harwood’s observation reflects the shift that occurred at the close of the nine-
teenth century: the historically dominant verdict against democracy was slowly 
being overthrown, and a new, liberal conception was emerging. This movement 
proved so successful that the longstanding interpretation of democracy as 
unworkable and undesirable has been almost totally eclipsed. Yet over the 
longue durée it is this narrative of democracy as deeply flawed and problematic 
that has generally prevailed. From this perspective the liberal interpretation is 
inverted: the contemporary situation is not the normal state of affairs, quite the 
opposite – it is the ascendency of democracy that is the historical aberration. 
Through this reading, the liberal millenarian vision is replaced with a much more 
sensitive and nuanced perspective, founded on an awareness that for much of 
democracy’s long life it has been ignored, derided and denounced.
 After the fleeting appearance of dēmokratia in ancient Greece, democracy 
effectively disappeared for the greater part of two millennia. Athens, taken as the 
birthplace of democracy and the fullest embodiment of its meaning, seemingly left 
behind a long list of reasons advising against it: democracy was a violent, chaotic, 
unstable form of rule where those least capable of ruling wisely exercised power in 
a wilful and selfish manner. Athens would cast a very long shadow over demo-
cracy. When Edmund Burke (1999: 94) castigated the French revolutionaries, he 
would recall the Athenian experience: ‘until now, we have seen no examples of 
considerable democracies. The ancients were better acquainted with them. . . . If I 
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recollect rightly, Aristotle observes, that a democracy has many striking points of 
resemblance with a tyranny.’ Indeed, the writings of Aristotle, as well as Thucy-
dides and Plato, proved influential, as they were taken as reliable, insightful eye-
witnesses to democracy’s many failings (Roberts 1994). Even if their thought was 
much more ambiguous on the matter, it was collectively read as providing strong 
evidence against democracy. One clear example of this can be found in Hobbes’ 
(1975: 13–14) introduction to his translation of the History of the Peloponnesian 
War: ‘for his [Thucydides’] opinion touching the government of the state . . . it is 
manifest that he least of all liked the democracy’.
 In considering the Athenian legacy, it is crucial to recover the original conno-
tations of the term dēmokratia, which have been obscured by the tendency to 
translate it simply as the people (dēmos) exercising power (kratos). While dēmos 
can be read as being the whole political community, it was generally understood 
in a more narrow sense as one class of people: the poor multitude. This interpre-
tation was found in authors such as Plato and Aristotle, and would structure the 
concept of democracy well into the nineteenth century (Godkin 1898: 24; Wood 
1996: 126). Kratos, meanwhile, has a forceful and almost violent dimension to 
its meaning that has been wholly lost. The term kratos ‘referred to might, 
strength, triumphant power and victory over others, especially through the appli-
cation of force’ (Keane 2009: 59). Thus, when these terms were combined, what 
dēmokratia essentially conveyed was the direct and forceful exercise of power in 
a small polity by the poor many. This was the understanding of democracy that 
helped condemn it to irrelevance for centuries.
 In the late eighteenth century there was still a near universal consensus over 
democracy being unfeasible and undesirable. It remained little more than a schol-
arly and antiquarian idea that had little purchase or relevance in politics (Rosanval-
lon 1995). Considering this state of affairs, it is not surprising that the American 
and French Revolutions were not primarily about democracy, despite the retro-
spective significance given to them as ‘democratic revolutions’ (e.g. Palmer 
1959–64). Democracy still meant dēmokratia: a direct form of social rule, inappli-
cable and inappropriate to the modern context these revolutions were occurring in. 
In America, the founding fathers, well versed in the classics, were at pains to 
ensure that the United States would not become a democracy. Madison (2001: 46) 
clearly stated the prevailing view in the Federalist Papers: ‘democracies have ever 
been spectacles of turbulence and contention; have ever been found incompatible 
with personal security, or the rights of property; and have, in general, been as short 
in their lives, as they have been violent in their deaths’. Nonetheless, the Ameri-
cans still sought to base the state on popular sovereignty and institute a govern-
ment that was answerable to the people, but did not see this as being a democracy. 
In this regard, the founding fathers followed in a long tradition of thought that 
regarded an unmixed democracy as inappropriate and dangerous. Instead, the 
Americans established a representative republic, something they identified as sepa-
rate from democracy. That the modern world’s most fabled democracy actively 
denied this label little over two hundred years ago offers a stark reminder of just 
how recently the term has come to signify something positive.
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 Similarly, the French revolutionaries of 1789 largely avoided the idea of 
democracy. The classical meaning still dominated the imaginaries of those 
seeking to restore, reform or overthrow the ancien régime. Democracy continued 
to conjure up images of an archaic, unstable form of rule found in city- states; 
something completely inappropriate and impossible for a large, modern nation 
like France. Representative is the thought of Abbé de Sieyes, author of the cata-
lysing What is the Third Estate?, and a key actor in the first stages of the Revolu-
tion. Sieyes still understood democracy as a direct form of rule only possible in a 
polity of very limited size, leading him to state in unequivocal terms that, ‘I 
always maintain that France is not, and cannot be a democracy’ (quoted in 
Forsyth 1987: 138, original emphasis). When the Revolution was further radical-
ised, it was primarily the language of republicanism, and not that of democracy, 
which prevailed. During this time, democracy soon became closely associated 
with the excesses of the Jacobins and the Terror, a reputation which proved diffi-
cult to overcome. Reflecting half a century later, Giuseppe Mazzini (2001: 4) 
observed that people ‘no sooner hear the name of democracy than the phantom 
of ’93 rises immediately before them. With them democracy is a guillotine sur-
mounted by a red cap.’ Events in France were widely taken as unnecessary con-
firmation that democracy was wholly inappropriate for modern conditions, an 
anarchic form where the passions of the mob prevailed, until it descended into 
complete chaos, only for a ruler even more absolute than the monarchs of the 
ancien régime to eventually emerge. Writing to William Wilberforce, John Jay 
summed up prevailing sentiment: ‘The French revolution has so discredited 
democracy . . . that I doubt its giving you much more trouble’ (quoted in Morantz 
1971: 149).
 Jay’s prediction proved accurate for much of the nineteenth century: democracy 
continued to be viewed in largely negative terms, with only a handful of radicals 
willing to speak of it positively. During the revolutions of 1848, there was a con-
siderable spike in the discussion about democracy, but it was closely linked with 
more radical positions. In this context Guizot (1849: 35) complained that:

It is the chaos of our political ideas and our political morality – that chaos 
disguised sometimes under the word democracy, sometimes under that of 
equality, sometimes under that of people – which opens all the gates, and 
throws down all the ramparts of society before it.

Democracy retained the menacing connotations of old – threatening social unrest 
and turmoil. Notably, in the Manifesto of the Communist Party, Marx and Engels 
(1848) stated that, ‘the first step in the revolution by the working class is to raise 
the proletariat to the position of ruling class to win the battle of democracy’. As 
discussed above, while democracy was later reconciled with liberalism, at this 
time it was further stigmatised by being much more closely associated with 
socialism and communism. The classical interpretation of democracy as a social 
form of rule was reiterated, only now it was the growing working classes that 
warned against its institution.
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 Even when Woodrow Wilson was attempting to ‘make the world safe for 
democracy’ (Wilson 1965: 308), it was far from being fully accepted – in either 
institutional or normative terms – by the very countries supposedly fighting for 
it. The Entente Powers would only reconcile themselves to Wilson’s democratic 
war aims gradually and incompletely. Nonetheless, the American intervention 
was fundamental in catalysing democracy’s fortunes, effectively transferring the 
positive connotations of democracy found in the United States into the interna-
tional sphere (C. Hobson 2009: ch. 6). Crucially, by framing the war in terms of 
democracy versus autocracy, the victory by the Allied Powers was also a victory 
for democracy. Reflecting on the ideational climate shortly after the Great War, 
James Bryce (1921: 4) judged that there was a ‘universal acceptance of demo-
cracy as the normal and natural form of government’. It was not long before this 
situation changed drastically, and for much of the twentieth century democracy 
was strongly challenged and contested by fascism and communism. While rec-
ognising this, it was in the opening decades of the century that democracy took 
on the positive image it has yet to lose. Contestation would no longer be over 
whether democracy was desirable or possible, but around what exactly it meant.
 What this very brief genealogy of democracy illustrates is how recent and 
unlikely the current normative consensus over democracy is. It was not until the 
1840s that democracy had clearly taken on a positive meaning in American 
domestic politics (C. Hobson 2009: 160–7), and it would take at least another 
half century for other major Western liberal democracies to start following suit 
in discursive and institutional terms. It was only with Woodrow Wilson giving 
democracy pride of place during the First World War that it fully emerged as a 
positive political concept, even if contestation over its meaning has since contin-
ued (C. Hobson 2009: ch. 6). On this point it is worth noting that far from corre-
sponding to Gallie’s (1964: ch. 8) now commonplace description of democracy 
as an ‘essentially contested concept’, for most of its life democracy was essen-
tially uncontested. For the greater part of two millennia there was a very high 
level of consensus, and this was wholly negative: democracy was considered a 
dangerous, unstable, violent and antiquated form of rule. It was long dismissed 
and derided as a foolhardy adventure that could only end in disaster. It is only in 
the last two centuries that the meaning of democracy has been contested, chal-
lenged and changed.

Democracy’s futures past?
In contrast to the excessive optimism of liberal millenarianism, this has been an 
attempt to develop a much more reflexive position, whereby consideration of 
democracy’s role in contemporary international politics is influenced by a 
genuine acknowledgement of the vicissitudes of history. The approach taken 
here has sought to emphasise ‘how brief and slight the impress of democracy 
upon the course of human history’ has been (J.A. Hobson 1934: 1). And through 
recognising the relatively short historical agreement on democracy as something 
both possible and desirable, a much more humble and cautious position is 
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promoted. A similar conclusion can be found in Reinhold Niebuhr’s classic, The 
Children of Light and the Children of Darkness:

The excessively optimistic estimates of human nature and of human history 
with which the democratic credo has been historically associated are a 
source of peril to democratic society; for contemporary experience is refut-
ing this optimism and there is danger that it will seem to refute the demo-
cratic as well.

(Niebuhr 1945: v)

What Niebuhr points towards is that by taking a more reflexive approach to 
appreciating democracy and its history, a firmer foundation for it can be built.
 Through inverting the liberal millenarian account, an important dimension 
recovered is the unstable and uncertain nature of democracy. While this has his-
torically been used as an argument against democracy, it can be the basis for a 
more reflective case for democracy. In the classical interpretation, this form of 
rule was seen as especially susceptible to collapse, as there was no protection 
from the whims of the wilful, erratic dēmos, liable to change their minds as 
often as the wind changed. An interesting variation on this perspective surpris-
ingly comes from a number of conservative thinkers in the nineteenth century. 
Reflecting on Athens, Joseph de Maistre could still admit, ‘democracy has one 
brilliant moment’. This statement was carefully qualified, however: ‘but it is 
one moment, and it is necessary to pay dearly for it. . . . In general, all demo-
cratic governments are only transient meteors, whose brilliance excludes dura-
tions’ (Maistre 1996: 159–60). Writing half a century later, Henry Sumner 
Maine (1886: 87–8) echoed these observations, noting that ‘of all the forms of 
government, Democracy is by far the most difficult’ and this primarily 
accounted for its ‘ephemeral duration’. Meanwhile, the archconservative Met-
ternich derided its complexity: ‘democracy, far from being the oldest and sim-
plest form of government, as it is often maintained, is the last of all to have 
been invented and the most complicated’ (quoted in Sauvigny 1962: 39). These 
thinkers identified two primary problems. First, not only was the emerging rep-
resentative form of democracy remarkably complex, it also meant democracy 
could only be achieved in an incomplete and limited sense, as it was not genu-
inely possible for the dēmos to exercise power in a large society, even indi-
rectly. Second, proponents of democracy did not seriously reflect on the 
problems and difficulties it entailed. Maine (1886: 20–1) complained, ‘con-
vinced partisans of democracy care little for instances which show democratic 
governments to be unstable. These are merely isolated triumphs of the principle 
of evil.’ Ultimately, for these highly sceptical observers, regardless of any 
potential benefits democracy may provide, the complexities and difficulties of 
this form of rule strongly warned against it.
 Modern representative democracy has proven these conservative critics 
wrong, demonstrating that a stable and lasting form of democracy is possible. At 
the same stage, the people and their will are always approximated, but never 
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fully manifest through the representative system. While one can make strong 
normative and historical arguments that representation is democratic (C. Hobson 
2008b; Urbinati 2006), the ‘gap’ it introduces between the people and those it 
delegates to creates an ongoing tension, if not antinomy, at modern democracy’s 
heart. The result, as Ankersmit (2002: 230–1) explains, is that ‘representative 
democracy is a far more subtle, sophisticated, and therefore also a far more 
vulnerable political system than we tend to believe’. Undoubtedly this vulnera-
bility is multiplied by the complexities of (post) modern society. For instance, 
the grave and extensive challenges posed to current democracies by globalisa-
tion have been well detailed. Indeed, many of these changes have further exacer-
bated problems in regards to questions of representation, accountability, access 
and the exercise of power in existing democracies. Given the huge array of 
issues that even the most well- established democracies are now struggling with, 
the historically longstanding concerns with democracy’s fragility and lack of 
permanence are not completely out of place. Indeed, some notable commentators 
have suggested that we may already be entering a ‘post- democratic’ era (e.g. 
Crouch 2004; Wolin 2008). The linear, teleological conception of history that 
underwrites the liberal millenarian world- view, however, leaves it poorly 
equipped for engaging with these kinds of issues. Instead liberals cling vainly to 
a simplistic narrative of democratic progress and expansion, despite already 
significant, and still growing, evidence to the contrary.
 Conservative sceptics warned against democracy because they thought its 
complexities meant it was bound to fail. Liberal millenarians, meanwhile, remain 
overly assured in the permanence of democracy. Neither of these positions is 
satisfactory: one too pessimistic, the other too confident. What can be taken from 
the conservatives is the recognition of the difficulties of instituting and sustain-
ing democracy. This suggests humility where democracy exists, and caution if 
seeking to promote it abroad. Meanwhile, one can benefit from the liberals’ faith 
in democracy, and they are certainly on much stronger ground when pointing to 
modern democracy’s comparative successes at providing basic human goods. 
Put another way, what is ultimately needed is an account that lies between the 
extremes of George W. Bush’s unchecked faith in democracy’s ‘good- ness’ and 
universality, and the deceptively corrosive scepticism that lurks in Winston 
Churchill’s famous quip about democracy.
 History points towards there being nothing natural or inevitable about the 
present importance attached to democracy, or the manner in which it is prac-
ticed. Things may stay the same, but the past suggests that democracy’s meaning 
will alter again. For instance, in much the same way that the current reconcili-
ation between liberalism and democracy is due to historical circumstances, there 
is potential that in the future liberals may again separate themselves from demo-
cracy, if it is felt that this regime type is no longer the best way of promoting 
basic liberal rights. In the meantime, the ongoing tensions which arise from the 
combining of liberalism and democracy in the model now dominant are not ones 
that can be easily overcome, with the pressures of globalisation and (post) 
modern society having great potential to further exacerbate these fault lines. 
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Indeed, how democracies deal with these significant challenges now facing 
them, combined with how prudently and successfully they seek to promote this 
form of rule abroad, will help to shape the way democracy is valued in the 
future. Simply put, by removing the liberal blinkers that limit our view of demo-
cracy, we can see that even if a degree of democracy has been achieved in some 
places, this cannot be taken for granted, or presumed to be something that will 
continue indefinitely. If anything, history suggests the opposite is more likely. 
By recognising this, it allows for a perspective better equipped to recognise and 
respond to the serious challenges democracy now faces.

Conclusions
It has been argued that the contingency and contextuality of democracy has been 
lost in the liberal reading of its history which dominates our mental horizons. This 
constructed narrative plays an important role in shaping contemporary practices. 
Alternative versions of democracy are foreclosed, as the liberal model is seen as 
applicable to all. Meanwhile, antinomies and tensions within this specific version 
of democracy are papered over or ignored, as it is regarded as an achieved state 
and a natural condition in the Western core, bolstered by a presumption that this 
situation will not drastically change in the future. Universalising democracy in this 
manner, however, tries to depoliticise its meaning, by removing from considera-
tion such foundational questions as: ‘what is democracy?’, ‘what can it mean?’, 
‘what kind of democracy is best in this specific context?’, ‘are there democratic 
alternatives within or beyond liberalism?’, and most basically, ‘is democracy 
necessarily the best form of rule?’. Instead, history is seen to provide the answer: 
liberal democracy. Clearly this move is, in itself, deeply political, by seeking to 
legitimate a specific vision of democracy, and with it, a certain set of actors and 
policies, while simultaneously limiting other possibilities.
 In the liberal millenarian framework, stable liberal democracies, having 
reached ‘the end of history’, are regarded as morally superior, with increasing 
calls that this self- designated status should give them special rights. To take an 
important example of this thinking, in the United States there has been wide- 
ranging support for the formation of a ‘league’ or ‘alliance’ of democracies. One 
of the major proposals of the recent Princeton Report on US National Security 
was the creation of a ‘Concert of Democracies’, which would be ‘a new global 
institution dedicated to the principles underpinning liberal democracy, both as a 
vehicle to spur and support the reform of the United Nations and other global 
institutions and as a possible alternative to them’ (Ikenberry and Slaughter 
2006a: 25).8 In a similar vein, Buchanan and Keohane (2004: 18–20) suggest 
that if the United Nations Security Council proves unworkable, a ‘democratic 
coalition’ should be granted special privileges in determining the use of force 
because of their ‘comparative moral reliability’. In these prominent proposals, 
liberal democracies are taken as more legitimate due to their comparative or 
absolute moral ‘good- ness’. Underwriting these claims is a particular, linear con-
ception of history: ‘post- historical states’ that have achieved liberal democracy 



Escaping the liberal straitjacket  81

are more advanced, and thus more entitled to special rights and privileges than 
those ‘still stuck in history’ (Fukuyama 1992: 276). One aim of this chapter has 
been to show how unjustifiable the historical grounds for arguments such as 
these are.
 By moving beyond ‘the end of history’ and towards a ‘radical historicisation’ 
of democracy, an alternative vision is forged, one that is explicitly more open 
and more political. In looking forward, we do so cognisant of what has come 
before, aware that democracy is not preordained by History, nature or human-
kind. Democracy is a fragile, uncertain, fluctuating form, and over the longue 
durée, it has been defined more by its failures and its impermanence, than the 
opposite. Democracy’s meaning is neither determined nor fixed. It has changed 
over time, and this will undoubtedly continue into the future. Furthermore, the 
present pairing of democracy and liberalism is a historically specific one, and 
there are no guarantees this relationship will continue indefinitely. Adopting a 
historically sensitive position leads to a more pluralist appreciation of con-
temporary democracy and its future possibilities. It suggests that if we value 
democracy, we must continue to explore, confront and renovate what it means. 
This is necessarily an ongoing process, one informed by – but most definitely 
not limited to – historical reflection. Doing so reminds us that democracy 
remains an unstable, precarious and incomplete form, with history providing no 
assurances that the current moment will last. While past and present successes 
provide us with a degree of hope; the antinomies, limits and shortcomings that 
mark democracy suggest humility, counselling an awareness of the contingency 
and potential impermanence of the present normative and political ascendancy 
of this unique and rare form of rule.
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6 The active making of two 
foundationally unequal subjects
Liberal democracy’s Achilles heel?

Saskia Sassen

My concern in this chapter is with the formation of two foundationally unequal 
subjects for the articulation of capitalism; critical in the analysis is the fact that 
these subjects were actively made within the law, and in that process of making 
the law, liberal democracy, so central to capitalism, began to emerge. These 
subjects can be identified as the bourgeoisie as owners of productive capital, and 
the workers as suppliers of labour. As liberal democracy has gone through 
multiple phases and in many diverse directions since that early industrial phase, 
but notwithstanding this diversity has democratized society and politics, we 
might have expected the deep inequality of those foundational subjects to have 
been neutralized in this evolution. But the current period and its deep socio- 
economic fractures and injustices show us that the foundational inequality built 
into the making and legitimating of those two subjects has survived these trans-
formations and attempted democratizations. I explain this in terms of some of 
the specific capabilities through which each of these subjects was constructed in 
law and that have carried over through the changing organizing logics that mark 
the evolution of capitalism. Elsewhere (Sassen 2008) I have developed at length 
this notion of capabilities made in one historical period being able to switch to 
new organizing logics, a process that is often not particularly legible; this holds, 
I argue, also for other features of early capitalism and for pre- capitalist political 
economies in Europe.
 The key to this notion of capabilities switching organizing logics is that it 
helps explain how the many changes in capitalism and in liberal democracy over 
time could occur without a foundational overriding of the sharply unequal cap-
abilities marking these two subjects. This overriding did not even happen with 
the vast extension of property rights to all as a function of the development of 
markets and the interests of both political and economic actors in this extension. 
There have been epochs, such as the Keynesian period, when a combination of 
elements enabled a major expansion of advantages to large sectors of the popu-
lation. It was easy to imagine the Keynesian period as the beginning of a whole 
new kind of capitalism – a kinder and more democratic capitalism.
 But the trends that emerged in the 1970s and 1980s made it clear that those 
original foundational inequalities were indeed systemic, wired into the function-
ing of capitalism itself.1 One open question is whether they are also wired into 
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the functioning of liberal democracy – was liberal democracy ultimately the 
project of the historic bourgeoisie? This is a subject that no longer exists today 
in the same form, which perhaps explains the growing incapacities of liberal 
democracy to address and engage major contemporary challenges to the democ-
ratizing of economies and societies, a subject I examine at length elsewhere 
(Sassen 2008: chs 4 and 5).
 This questioning of the future potential of liberal democratic capitalism to 
evolve into a more distributed and just system is the substantive rationality 
running through this chapter’s examination of the making of the two founda-
tional subjects of capitalism and the symbiosis between liberal democracy and 
capitalism. Let me clarify promptly that I use both liberal democracy and capit-
alism to mean an actual trajectory, a living historic process, one that is to be 
distinguished from normative and theoretical developments in liberal democratic 
and capitalist thought.
 The chapter proceeds with four sections. In the first I discuss the rapidity and 
national diversity characteristic of the emergence of different bourgeoisies. 
Second, I deal in detail with the emergence of the legal persona of the national 
bourgeoisie in England and the United States. Third, I argue that the working 
class in both countries was also legally constructed as a subject with inferior 
rights and capabilities. Fourth and in conclusion, I explore the contemporary 
implications of this foundational inequality for the current state of liberal 
democracy.

Making capabilities and their consequences
The rich scholarship about the ascendance of capitalism documents the work of 
making the institutional, legal, discursive, ideational and other capabilities 
required for implementing the variable and diverse capitalisms that arise in 
Europe. This work of making, while often highly innovative, was partly shaped 
by the particular resources, cultures, dispositions and ideational forms of each 
country and by the key actors whose interests shaped the process. It underlines 
the national specificities at play in the shaping of each national capitalism and its 
imperial geography2 as well as the fact that the development of the world scale 
was deeply intertwined with the formation of national capitalisms. The bourgeoi-
sie sharply expanded foreign trade, which rose tenfold between 1610 and 1640, 
and manufacturing, leading to an enormous increase of the workforce. Colonial 
expansion was a key feature of England’s rise from the beginning of the seven-
teenth century.
 The growth in commerce and manufacturing was also the beginning of a new 
political economy, with its need for specific types of protections and enable-
ments in each country. Though I return to this issue in more detail in the next 
two sections, for now let me signal that in England the work of making the insti-
tutional and ideational infrastructure for the emergence of a national capitalism 
based in an English- dominated imperial geography followed a rather different 
path from that of Holland, further contributing to the national specificity of 
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capitalist development. In France, where the absolutist monarchy exercised far 
more control over the economy than it did in England, the bourgeoisie allied 
itself with the king against the nobility, and mercantilism was imposed, though it 
largely served the interests of the state. While France and England both aimed at 
ensuring the wealth of the prince, from the beginning the bourgeoisie in England 
also wanted and fought for free trade. In France, the state’s major and active role 
in developing commerce and manufacturing and in promoting mercantilism pre- 
empted the emergence of the bourgeoisie as a historic subject with a distinct 
project. The royal absolutist state strongly supported the development of manu-
facturing and worldwide trade; the French bourgeoisie was formed under its 
protection and would bear its imprint for a long time. But notwithstanding the 
far larger role of the state, English- and Dutch- style mercantilism also took shape 
in France (which included control of the seas, creation of a company for over-
seas trading and the protection of monopolies). Mercantilism was at its height in 
France from 1663 to 1685.
 The major transformations taking shape in the seventeenth and early eight-
eenth centuries were not immediately obvious. Even when the capitalist devel-
opment of industry was taking over key economic sectors in England in the early 
nineteenth century, it was still far from prevalent. The industrial bourgeoisie was 
not yet a distinct social group; nor were wage workers. Older classes, such as the 
nobility, landowners, farmers, artisans and shopkeepers, were the prevalent pres-
ence in the economic landscape. They were also the source of growing criticisms 
of the new order they sensed was coming, criticism often in the name of values 
of the past or in the name of an alternative society ruled by norms of equity and 
reason. But only a few decades later, by the mid- nineteenth century, the bour-
geoisie had become the visibly dominant class in England and the working class 
had become legible as a distinctly disadvantaged social group.
 The illegibility of the dominance of industrial capitalism needs to be under-
scored, especially the fact that it remained so even as it was about to become 
very legible, or ‘explode’ on the scene. This supports the argument that in its 
early phases, a new dominant economic logic may not necessarily be the preval-
ent social form. By 1870 industrial capitalism was the dominant logic in Great 
Britain, but it had only changed part of Great Britain and was firmly grounded 
only in bounded zones of Western Europe and North America. However, it soon 
spread rapidly through the rise of new techniques and new industries, as well as 
ever larger and more powerful concentrations of capital whose field of action 
expanded to the world scale. Further, this expansion took place as the older state-
 controlled imperialisms declined, which, depending on one’s interpretive cat-
egories, could easily be chosen to mark the period rather than the features of the 
new imperialisms. As industrial capitalism erupted on the scene, the enormously 
exploited national workforce became visible. This was also the moment of the 
rise and public recognition of a variety of workers’ movements, as well as the 
development and implementation of new modes of domination over workers.
 Even as it was reaching its zenith, Britain was already entering a phase of 
sharpened rivalries with ascendant powers that would challenge its position 
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of dominance. Britain was losing out to Germany and the United States, even 
though it did not look that way at the time (Beaud 1981). The often problematic 
legibility of major transformations in the making is underlined by the fact that 
only in Great Britain had the bourgeoisie become the visible dominant class by 
the mid- nineteenth century, even as industrial capitalism was developing in what 
were to become other major powers.3

Constructing the legal persona of a national bourgeoisie
There is an interesting tension in the historical development of a national bour-
geoisie that needed national political institutions – notably Parliament in the case 
of the English bourgeoisie – to constitute itself even as its vested interests lay in 
imperial economic geographies. In this regard, England’s development of indus-
trial capitalism is a natural experiment for illuminating three sets of issues. The 
first is the articulation of foreign trade, global pillaging and colonization with the 
growth and rise of a novel legal persona, the national bourgeoisie. The second is 
the lack of legibility of the fact that capitalism was dominant in the English 
economy at a time when it seemed kings and nobility were; elsewhere (Sassen 
2008: chs 2 and 3) I examine how this condition recurs in diverse historical 
phases across time and place. I would see this illegibility of the dominance of 
industrial capitalism culminating in the early nineteenth century. The third is the 
political economy that was constructed as the bourgeoisie carved out a legal 
persona for itself, a rights- bearing subject that began as a legal non- persona 
striving against absolutism and the nobility. The outcome is the construction of 
a novel subject – a legitimate owner of means of production and a legitimate 
bearer of the means for powerful controls over the workers it needs and depends 
on. This process, extended over a century, enacted a major historic switch, which 
if concentrated over a briefer temporal frame would be akin to what Sewell 
(1980) has described as ‘events’ that disrupt existing structurations.
 All of this was arising out of an older context where this history in the making 
was not particularly legible. Wallerstein (1974) notes that the sixteenth century 
was indecisive. The capitalist strata formed a class that survived politically but 
did not yet triumph in the political domain. The sectors benefiting from eco-
nomic and geographic expansion of the capitalist system, especially in the core 
areas, tended to operate within the political arena as a group defined primarily by 
their common role in the economy. This group included farmers, merchants and 
industrialists with an orientation toward profit making in the world economy. 
Other actors – the traditional aristocracy, guilds, owners of inherited farms – 
fought back to maintain their status privileges. But the major historical dynamic 
was toward novel class formation, even as all these other groups often seemed 
dominant and even as the ‘veneer of culture’ led to a sense of unity.
 By the seventeenth century the English bourgeoisie was strong enough to 
defy absolutism and to legitimate a new form of government. Locke gave them 
some of the instruments with his Of Civil Government (1690). It contained a 
justification for the overthrow of the sovereign in the name of freedom. 
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Locke’s emphasis on the protection of property as key to the social contract 
leads him to argue that if the sovereign were to take away property it would 
justify insurrection by the people. Locke’s rejection of absolutism (which 
places the sovereign above the law and thus beyond civil society) pivots on his 
proposition that what establishes society and government (social contract) is 
the free consent of the citizens. Yet in Locke’s work these principles were in 
fact confined to the ‘proper’ classes – those who had won themselves the right 
to handle their affairs – especially enlightened landowners, commercial and 
financial bourgeoisies, the landed nobility, clergymen and the gentry. He did 
not believe the working classes were capable of governing themselves. To 
cope with the poor he recommended force (Bourne 1969: 378). All in all, the 
bourgeoisie found in Locke their theoretician. Locke’s ideas were also a 
success among the ruling classes in England and Holland and, in the eighteenth 
century, among jurists and philosophers in France. They were the ideas for an 
enlightened bourgeoisie.
 Locke offered a substantive rationality for major developments already in 
motion by the time his work was published. His ideas corresponded to the inter-
ests of the sectors of the bourgeoisie that saw in free trade the stimulus for a new 
expansion of commerce and production, and in Parliament the vehicle for politi-
cally legitimating their economic project. Operating at the world scale necessi-
tated innovation in both institutional infrastructure and operational capabilities. 
The use of Parliament signalled the making of a new political economy, that is 
to say, more that just an elementary accumulation of capital.4 In 1694 the Bank 
of England was created. It raised 1.2 million pounds in twelve days, an indica-
tion of the emergent power of capital owners. In return for lending to the govern-
ment, the bank became the first English joint stock bank and was permitted to 
discount bills (Carruthers 1996). The government did not have to repay but only 
serve up interest. The New East India Company was also founded in part to lend 
the government money (1698). Both the New East India Company and the Bank 
of England were controlled by Parliament, which increased its control over the 
Crown (Ashley 1961: 185) and thereby enhanced the political power of the 
bourgeoisie.
 The growing power of Parliament contained a critical political shift that 
enabled the formation of the bourgeoisie as a rights- bearing subject. This shift 
was part of a long history of accumulating partial powers and claims in the emer-
gent capitalist class. For instance, the 1624 Statute of Monopolies regularized 
patent law allowing the developer of an innovation to assert a right to revenues 
produced by its introduction, i.e. to assert ‘property rights over invention’ 
whereas previously the Crown might have awarded prizes for innovation but 
granted no private returns to the innovator (Hartwell 1971: ch. 11; Douglass C. 
North 1981: 164ff.).5 Another indication of accumulating ‘rights’ was the resolu-
tion of a conflict surrounding the wool trade during the Stuart years concerning 
the extent of taxation; in the terms of the compromise the Crown received reve-
nues, Parliament won the right to set taxation levels and merchants got the 
monopoly of trade (North and Thomas 1973).



The active making of two unequal subjects  87

 The capabilities developed in this extended and multifaceted politico- 
economic process of gathering advantages eventually became part of a system of 
private property protections, enablements for global operations and the formali-
zation of political decisions that began to concentrate advantages in the emerg-
ing bourgeoisie. Acts of Parliament, its enhanced taxation powers (Ashley 1961), 
and the enormous commercial expansion of eighteenth- century England were 
critical variables in this process.
 In the eighteenth century, long- distance trade became crucial to England’s 
rapid development. Colonial domination, pillaging and exploitation of native or 
imported workers, mostly through slavery, remained fundamental sources of 
enrichment that contributed to trade and production. The effort included devious 
tactics, such as the 1700 prohibition on the import of Indian calicoes, a textile 
superior to anything made in England, which threatened domestic manufactur-
ers. Commerce quintupled and national income quadrupled. Foreign trade was a 
major factor that enabled the sharp growth of the British port cities – Liverpool, 
Manchester, Bristol and Glasgow.
 However, a sharp difference began to take shape. While state accumulation 
proceeded in the eighteenth century in the same domains as before (roads, water-
ways, harbours, fleets, administrative machinery), bourgeois accumulation took 
a new turn: even as it proceeded through an increase in private fortunes and 
stocks of merchandise, a growing share of capital became productive capital – 
raw materials, machines and mills. Turgot (1795), Quesnay (1958 [1757]) and 
Smith (1976 [1759]) saw this new logic: a net product could be extracted from 
productive labour that could enlarge or improve production. The principal agent 
was the bourgeoisie that had come from the merchant and banking sectors, from 
dealers and manufacturers, and, in England, from a portion of the nobility. This 
emergent new class articulated its economic and political project around the 
notion of freedom, something that held across the major powers of the time. In 
England, this class was involved with affairs of the state through Parliament: it 
sought and secured freedom of trade and production, freedom to pay labour at its 
lowest level, and freedom to defend against workers’ alliances and revolts.
 The emergent notions of a liberal democracy gave the bourgeoisie an institu-
tional form that enabled the ‘lawful’ development of a ‘legitimate’ system of 
laws and regulations that privileged the bourgeoisie and property as a criterion 
for granting rights.6 It sought authority rather than simply the raw power of 
capital. This meant a government constituted through a social contract – rather 
than the divinity of the sovereign – and through political regimes. Where it once 
had taken shelter in royal authority against the nobility, liberalism now allowed 
it a variety of alliances in order to advance its own projects, including alliances 
with artisans and the petty bourgeoisie. Thus, at some point the notion of 
national unity ceased to be constructed in terms of the monarch and became a 
vehicle for alliances of the bourgeoisie and others against the monarch. While it 
remained allied with the monarch through a shared interest in colonial expansion 
and mercantilism, the English bourgeoisie knew how to use popular discontent 
in its fight against absolutism, which was also a battle to strengthen its own 
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power. By the end of the eighteenth century, the idea of the nation, connected to 
mercantilism, was used against the king; the French and American revolutions 
were the most prominent formulations of this shift.7

Consolidating state support

We see at this time the first instantiation of what was to become the liberal state: 
the development of a ‘legitimate’ system of laws and regulations that privileged 
the owners of productive capital. The project of formalizing the rights of capital 
owners was most developed in England, but the trend was also evident in the 
other major powers of the time. Holland had long had a sort of embedded regime 
favouring merchant, banking and manufacturing capitalists. The French Revolu-
tion, a far more complex and sudden event than the more extended struggles of 
the English bourgeoisie, eventually brought enablements to the French bourgeoi-
sie, but these were only rendered fully effective in the 1850s through the alliance 
with the monarch, Napoleon III.
 The losers in this configuration were the nobility, small artisans, and, above 
all, the workers. The nobility, between the king and the bourgeoisie, saw their 
relative power and privileges decline. As for small artisans, even as they made 
claims against the landed nobility, a new mode of value extortion was the indi-
rect domination by intermediaries and traders. Poor artisans did not ask for 
democracy and freedom but for basic protections by regulation: better prices or 
wages, a shorter workday and protection from foreign competition. The poorest 
layers of the peasantry were hurt badly by the new wave of enclosures in the 
mid- seventeenth century. Agricultural workers became destitute as both the 
earlier and later waves of enclosures expelled them from land. Various disciplin-
ing measures aimed at controlling workers and the poor generally in cities and 
towns all contributed to much discontent and agitation.
 The enclosure movement continued strongly in the eighteenth century, espe-
cially after 1760, and increasingly took the form of laws passed by Parliament. 
The enclosure acts passed by Parliament illuminate the process of developing 
capabilities that gave the bourgeoisie economic and political instruments. In 
these acts Parliament formalized specific advantages for the owners of produc-
tive capital and enabled the formation of a particularly disadvantaged and 
vulnerable labour supply. These acts also resolved the tensions between the 
Crown and the bourgeoisie to the advantage of the latter. Enclosures were not 
new to the modern period, dating back at least to the Statute of Merton (1236) 
(North and Thomas 1973: 151). Enclosures were justified in terms of the posit-
ive consequences of private ownership rights for agricultural productivity 
(Thompson 1963: 217). Monarchies had diverse positions on enclosures 
(Polanyi 2001: 37–8). According to Briggs, ‘Between 1761 and 1780 during the 
first phase of enclosure by Act of Parliament, 4039 Acts were passed: there 
were a further 900 between 1781 and 1800’ (1959: 41).8 The General Enclosure 
Act of 1801 rationalized the procedure.9 The creation of this particular type of 
working class became a key resource for a dynamic that was expanding in 
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England: producing more in order to produce more. The implementation of this 
project brought many changes in the organization of agriculture, mining and 
processing. In the last third of the eighteenth century and the first third of the 
nineteenth century, this logic was extended to a growing number of sectors: 
clothing and textiles, machines, tools and metal domestic utensils, railroads, 
and armaments.
 Perhaps the key analytic import of this type of relationship between workers 
and the bourgeoisie is that even as it progressed along different paths in the dif-
ferent major European powers of the time, it produced a similar outcome: a pro-
letariat shaped both in terms of a systemic position in the emerging new 
economy and in terms of a particular type of legal persona through the passing 
of a variety of laws and regulations in each of the major countries – each with its 
own specifics. This was the making of a legal subject that lacked critical rights 
and enablements, in contrast to the propertied classes, which had been granted 
considerable rights. Both of these very different subjects were created as 
national, and as deeply embedded in and constitutive of a ‘national economy’. 
The progress of this nation- based liberalism across the next centuries never fully 
overcame that original geometry of ‘lawful’ inequality, even as it allowed for 
hard- fought struggles by workers to gain rights. Today’s capitalism, with its 
wider global operational space and neoliberal policy frameworks, has made this 
brutally clear. This foundational inequality in law had become less evident in the 
preceding period marked by Keynesian policies and a strengthened social con-
tract in much of the world – both partly a result of workers’ struggles and the 
state’s need for soldiers.
 The articulation of this industrial project with a particularly disadvantaged 
working class might suggest the necessity of that disadvantage – the need for 
such a working class if industrial production was to proceed. While the historical 
trajectory might further reinforce this notion, the historical record also admits 
deeper complexity. The Stuarts in England at times sought to resist or at least 
weaken the enclosure acts as a way of reducing the brutality and velocity through 
which the rural workforce was made into an urban industrial labour supply. Tra-
ditional liberal readings see the Crown as reactionary and impeding progress. 
But Polanyi (2001: 39) credits king and church with preventing enclosures from 
completely tearing the social fabric apart; this may have made an extremely 
destructive process into a somewhat more sustainable system of production and 
innovation. The king and church were anxious about rural depopulation and 
sought to impede the process of dislocation of agricultural workers; this brought 
them into conflict with the local lords and nobles. Parliament, by contrast, tended 
to favour enclosure. While Parliament seems to have usually been successful 
legislatively, the Crown did manage to implement the system of Poor Laws, 
which were aimed at easing the transition and protecting local authority 
relations.10 In this effort to slow down enclosures and give some protections to 
the disadvantaged, the state did also enable the industrial project by making life 
somewhat more manageable for the workers and the poor even as they were 
subjected to greater control.



90  S. Sassen

 Whatever paternalist protections the state may have provided for weaker 
groups overall, the state’s major role in the process of industrial development 
was to strengthen the national capitalist project – through protectionist measures, 
the licences and monopolies of mercantilist policies, and the laws and acts that 
protected the rights of the propertied classes and sharply weakened the status of 
workers. On the one hand, the state provided political and military support for 
commercial and colonial expansion. On the other hand, the state used the police 
and the law against the poor and to suppress workers’ revolts. Parliament fre-
quently aligned with the interests of the bourgeoisie and played a crucial role in 
this process. For instance, a 1769 law classified the voluntary destruction of 
machines and the buildings that contained them as a felony, and instituted the 
death penalty for those found guilty of such destruction and a 1799 law prohib-
ited the formation of workers’ associations that wanted wage increases, a shorter 
workday or any other improvement in working conditions.11

 The law was used to implement a massive assault on the poor and on workers. 
In this process the bourgeoisie began to take shape as a privileged legal persona. 
The new propertied classes mostly benefited from the state’s interventions, and 
in that sense differed from the nobility, which was itself a propertied class but 
played a far smaller role in stimulating extensive and innovative state work, 
especially in the legal domain. The emerging bourgeois propertied class included 
a mix of social groups, both old and new: members of the nobility involved in 
commercial enterprises, farming or mines; great merchants and financiers who 
displayed their success by purchasing estates; merchants who became manufac-
turers and then established mills; and manufacturers and traders who became 
bankers. Together they handled the country’s economy, and the state helped 
enable this.
 We can see here the creation of what we now call the ‘rule of law’. In this 
case, it legitimated private property, protected the rights of the emerging bour-
geoisie from abuses of power by the king and the nobility, and sanctioned deci-
sive control over workers as the legitimate right of these specific propertied 
classes. We see here the making of a rights- bearing subject that represents a con-
testation of absolutist power, opens up a space for the rights of novel actors and 
institutionalizes overwhelming power over the workers it employs. It thus 
emerges as a historic subject in that it sets in motion a variety of processes 
shaping a new political economy. While this is only part of the formation of 
capitalism, it helped draw the key alignments in the emerging political economy. 
The developing practical and legal architecture enabled the formation of national 
economic projects that could accommodate foreign pillaging and trade, growing 
rights for the national bourgeoisie and massive social divisions inside that 
national unit. And yet, the rights discourse was also to become a tool for the 
claims by the oppressed for expanded formal protections under democracy.
 All of this took place against a context of a changing relationship between the 
bourgeoisie and the nobility. In the second third of the nineteenth century, 
Britain saw a decisive change in the composition of its national capital: 
components linked to the development of capitalism (overseas securities, 
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domestic railroads, industrial capital, and commercial and finance capital, includ-
ing buildings) became dominant compared to traditional landed inheritance 
(estates and farms).12 Throughout the nineteenth century the landed aristocracy 
lost its monopoly over political and local power. Many of the great reforms of 
this century benefited the rising bourgeoisie, not the old nobility, although they 
shared interests, were on the same side of the conflicts involving property and 
were against the ‘masses’. In the political arena, confrontation between conserv-
atism (nobility) and liberalism (bourgeoisie) often masked the growing interac-
tions and alliances between them.
 But nineteenth- century England is marked by the rise of the bourgeoisie. The 
landed aristocracy did not necessarily recognize the epochal transformation afoot 
and its displacement as a powerful political actor by the rising bourgeoisie, 
whom it could still force into disadvantageous positions through laws and 
decrees passed in Parliament, a body it could still control. Its displacement was 
further veiled by the ongoing political and economic weight of traditional eco-
nomic institutions and activities, even though industrial capitalism was already 
the dominant political economy.
 While the rise of industrial capitalism in England positioned the English bour-
geoisie as emblematic of the formation of such a class, the other major powers 
had their own trajectories in this process. The fact of multiple trajectories is 
significant because they all eventually fed into the development of imperial 
geographies and thereby engraved national features and projects in the formation 
of the world scale. By the late 1800s, the national bourgeoisie in each country 
pursued the development of imperial geographies for trade and investment.
 The United States at this point emerges as an interesting case, separately from 
the fact of its being on the way to becoming the major power in the world. Its 
development as an industrial capitalist political economy differed from that of 
France and Britain. It had no old feudal or agrarian society, as did Britain and 
France, and was originally a loose confederacy with a weak central state. It also 
lacked the medieval lineages of the legitimacy of a national sovereign that could 
become the source of law and authority.
 One critical difference with England lies in the origins of the American polit-
ical economy. While wealth in England had been grounded in land ownership, 
the abundance of land made this system impractical in the colonies. Land distri-
bution differed across the colonies, but it tended to benefit ordinary people. In 
New England, the Puritan colonies encouraged social cohesion by granting land 
to groups of settlers through townships and church congregations, which were 
then charged with its redistribution. Some of the colonies restricted the transfer 
of land and maintained common land: overall, however, they preferred indi-
vidual ownership. Outside New England, a system of ‘head right’ prevailed – 
land was awarded to each person immigrating to the colonies; some colonies 
offered this to indentured servants after their terms expired. Under this system, 
land could be purchased and sold, and many of the owners were formally 
required to remit a quitrent to the king or an overlord, although actual collection 
of these was spotty at best. This system lasted until the late seventeenth 
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century.13 After 1763, with the French and Indian Wars completed, the British 
Parliament sought to tighten imperial control over its colonies through stronger 
enforcement of the Navigation Acts and taxation. The closing of Boston Harbor 
in the early 1770s, which was seen as an assault on the economic liberty of 
Bostonians and an appropriation of private property without compensation or 
representation, shifted the colonies’ relationship with England. In 1781 the 
Articles of Confederation were signed.
 A second critical difference was a general disposition toward utility more 
than privilege. Thus, while generally enacting protections for private property, 
most colonies also enacted provisions requiring that land be productively used 
and developed. New England colonies frequently required either settlement or 
cultivation within a specified period of time. Ely (1992) provides a detailed yet 
concise overview of specific policies. Before the drafting of the Constitution, 
each state had a slightly different articulation of property rights – some were 
embedded in a state’s constitution, some in subsequent legislation. Generally, 
they included some form of protection of private property, some attempt to limit 
monopoly power, and some trade- off between eminent domain and compensa-
tion (Ely 1992: 30–2). A number of diverse conflicts and difficult problems led 
to growing support for the Constitutional Convention of 1787, which would 
more consistently protect property rights, regulate commerce and restore public 
credit.
 One of the key dynamics at work in the shaping of industrial capitalism is 
that its formation entailed the establishment of a working class and the rise of a 
new ruling class. Each class was a mix of social groups, though eventually some 
of these became the majority or the marking group. Most, if not all, of the groups 
within each class were, no matter how heterogeneous internally, on a particular 
side of the social conflicts of the epoch and the foundational economic relations 
taking shape. Yet the particular social, political and legal trajectories through 
which the two groupings were constituted diverged significantly across countries 
even as key systemic features of the position of each were similar in an abstract 
sense.

Constructing the legality of a disadvantaged subject
The key analytic issue I want to focus on has received less attention than have 
the larger social and economic dynamics in the shaping of the working class. It 
is the active construction of the legal persona of the worker in juxtaposition to 
that of the owner of productive capital – that is to say, the class that ran the 
economy. There are rich debates about whether the law generally, particularly in 
the case of workers, is a derivative factor or can be constitutive (Bok 1971; 
Rogers 1990; Forbath 1991; Archer 1998; Steinfeld 2001). It is not my purpose 
here to engage, let alone settle, these debates. Rather, I want to focus on the law 
as one factor in shaping the disadvantage of workers, a factor sufficiently 
formalized and explicit as to render legible the work of constructing such a 
disadvantaged subject. Nor does this particular role of the law preclude the fact 



The active making of two unequal subjects  93

that the law was also used by workers and by third parties to claim rights for 
workers. What workers, their organizations and political parties did with these 
laws varied depending on the conditions in their countries and the institutional 
channel through which this work proceeded.
 British legislation was clearly aimed at controlling workers. Engels (1892) 
and others at the time observed that the law and the actual conditions of workers 
had made the proletariat de facto slaves of the property- holding class, with the 
added advantage that employers could dismiss workers and need not be stuck 
with them, as was the case with slavery. Workers were subjected to severe regu-
lations, repression by fines, wage reductions or dismissal; unhealthy and unsafe 
workplaces; harsh work; and long workdays.14 These conditions were the bases 
on which British industry developed in the nineteenth century. The relation 
between the emergent manufacturing working class and the owners of the facto-
ries was, at this point, a sort of primitive accumulation, where even minor profit 
differentials mattered and there were almost none of the intermediary structures 
that came later with the development of the welfare and regulatory aspects of the 
state.
 By the mid- nineteenth century, the British industrial system was highly diver-
sified and hence engendered a highly diversified working class. The previous 
system continued to exist through craftwork, homework, manufactories and 
workhouses, as well as through the mill system, which appeared at the end of the 
eighteenth century. Handlooms remained dominant for cotton weaving until 
1829–31. What did develop was the factory system. The emergence of the 
factory and putting- out systems signalled the emergence of a new logic. The 
latter was a new form of work in the home that put workers at a sharp disadvan-
tage and, to variable extents, engaged unpaid family labour; it gave employers 
full control over wage levels. In 1830, one- third of garments were produced 
through this system in London.
 As had been the case with the Corn Laws, regulating factories became the site 
for playing out the opposing vested interests of agriculture- linked elites and 
manufacturing capitalists. A series of laws called the Factory Acts aimed at pro-
tecting workers in key manufacturing sectors.15 In general, Protectionist and 
Tory MPs were more likely to support factory legislation, while Radicals 
opposed the ‘improper’ intrusion of the state (Rubinstein 1998: 80). The Tories’ 
support was tied to their support for maintaining the Corn Laws: noting that 
most workers remained in agriculture, Tories argued that the best way to protect 
workers was to maintain agricultural protection, which would prevent the 
outflow of workers from the countryside to the city and avert high unemploy-
ment. There were other conflicts and alliances, often unrelated to concern for the 
actual conditions of workers, that steered the legislation.16

 As English industrial capitalism accelerated, manufacturers sharpened their 
attempts to control workers. A supplementary compromise factory act was 
passed in August 1850, which lengthened the workday of women and children to 
ten and a half hours for the first five days of the week, and seven and a half hours 
on Saturday. Although England in 1848 was not marked by the sharp social 
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uprisings taking place on the Continent, manufacturers used it as an excuse to 
clamp down on workers by eliminating meals at work, restoring night work for 
men, dismissing women and children and so forth (Marx 1977: 398). This basi-
cally revived the ‘relay system’ used by employers to evade the regulations by 
simply shifting young workers to another position in the factory (400–3). English 
courts had shown themselves to be unwilling to punish manufacturers for such 
practices; an 1850 decision by the Court of Exchequer ruled that these practices 
violated the spirit of the law but not its letter, effectively legalizing the practice. 
Throughout, class antagonism was continually flaring up, and factory conditions 
now varied widely across the country, depending on the sentiments of factory 
owners, enforcement of legislation and other variables.
 The traditional account about labour in this period identifies legal change as a 
type of natural, perhaps inevitable, outcome or as a change running parallel to 
the social and economic forces that shape a market economy.17 Although English 
workers were ‘free’ in the sense that they were not owned or bonded servants, 
the implementation of a formal apparatus for the control of workers and the pos-
sibility of the direct exercise of power by employers over workers make for a far 
more problematic account. One way into the bundle of issues is a focus on the 
rules that governed the treatment of British workers who breached their labour 
contracts in the nineteenth century. Steinfeld (2001) argues that the origins of 
what we currently call free labour (that is, the right to quit a job without penalty 
or other forms of pressure such as physical restraint or criminal punishment) did 
not emerge from market forces and the expansion of contractual social relations 
in the early nineteenth century, as is commonly assumed. Instead, he finds that 
‘free waged labor’ came out of ‘the restrictions placed on freedom of contract by 
the social and economic legislation adopted during the final quarter of the 
century’ (2001: 10). Steinfeld uses court records, judicial opinions, parliament-
ary debates and data about criminal and civil prosecutions of labour contract 
breaches between 1857 and 1873 to demonstrate that for much of the nineteenth 
century British workers were not free, in the sense of twenty- first-century 
notions of free labour.18 If British workers left their employers before they com-
pleted their contracts, they faced a variety of non- pecuniary punishments includ-
ing prison terms with hard labour and whipping.19 For example, in 1860, 11,938 
British workers were prosecuted for breach of contract, among whom many were 
coal miners and iron workers. A majority of these workers received criminal 
convictions. Steinfeld writes, ‘Of the 7,000-odd convicted, 1,699 served a sen-
tence in the house of correction, 1,971 were fined, 3,380 received other punish-
ments (wages abated and costs assessed, in all likelihood), and one person was 
ordered whipped’ (2001: 80–1). The evidence shows a sharp expansion of penal 
sanctions in Britain between 1823 and the 1860s, indicating an increase in pros-
ecutions during affluent moments in Britain’s trade cycle. When unemployment 
was high, prosecutions tailed off, as happened between 1857 and 1873 though 
they stayed above 7,000 a year. Further penal sanctions also reached British 
workers indirectly through the threat of prosecution should the worker quit or 
refuse to comply with orders.
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 The timing of various repressive measures captures the accelerated and massive 
drive toward capital accumulation. For instance, trade unions and Jacobin 
associations were organizations with the potential to gain rights and become a 
stronger subject of liberal democratic capitalism. The 1799 Combination Act 
outlawed them, a move that coincided with the beginnings of the sharp expan-
sion in the English economy (Rubinstein 1998: 20). Yet, in character with the 
contradictions of the struggle by the bourgeoisie, their outlawing unintentionally 
brought these two groups into association (Thompson 1963: 500). The Combina-
tion Act that prohibited unions was repealed in 1824 but partly reinstated in 
1825. The campaign in the 1820s to abolish the Combination Act found some 
support in Parliament (in Francis Place and Joseph Hume, though Thompson 
qualifies this by arguing [517–18] that Place and Hume crushed more radical 
proposals) among those who argued that the act prevented the cooperation of 
workers and owners. The act’s repeal in 1824 engendered a wave of strikes and 
riots, and a new parliamentary committee was set up to investigate the repeal. 
The new act in 1825 allowed ‘combination’ only to discuss demands concerning 
wages and hours. Unionization was then not illegal as such, but it was still 
tightly regulated (Rubinstein 1998: 20ff.; Thompson 1963: 516ff.). Nevertheless, 
Thompson argues it was during these years (1799–1820) that union organization 
made its greatest advances (503–4). He further notes that sufficient legislation 
already existed to make any particular union activity illegal; the legislation was 
passed mainly to intimidate by sweepingly prohibiting all combination. He sug-
gests that it was used much less against artisans than factory workers, although 
the threat of its use was probably common. Even in factories, however, the 
Combination Act was not often used to effect prosecution; rather, an older piece 
of legislation was often cited (504–7; Briggs 1959: 136). A ‘semi- legal’ informal 
world of ‘combinations’ (mutual benefit societies, trade clubs and so on) 
was tolerated and created organizational infrastructure for the working class 
(Thompson 1963: 505, 508).
 With the 1825 act, British workers had to give their employers one- month’s 
notice of their intention to strike; if they failed to do so, they faced penal sanc-
tions. The British historian D.C. Woods (1982) finds that 38 per cent of criminal 
prosecutions in coal- mining districts between 1858 and 1875 were for unlawful 
strike actions rather than for unlawful quitting. If an employer signed a contract 
with a worker and then fired her, technically she could still collect wages on a 
‘minimum’ number of days of employment. Yet the Master and Servant Acts 
were rarely enforced against employers. For example, judges rarely forced 
employers to hire particular employees when trade was slow (Woods 1982: 165). 
Employers had ‘it both ways, criminally enforcing long agreements while at the 
same time disclaiming any responsibility for finding work during the term of 
the contract if fired or not hired’ (107). Here again we can see how the laws of the 
early liberal democracy instituted legally unequal subjects, a possibility both 
premised on and enabled by differentiated relationships to property.
 The developments in England launched a massive phase in the capitalist 
transformation of production. Production increased sharply, the system of wages 
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was extended, the workforce grew and workers’ struggles multiplied. At the 
heart of this new type of economic logic were the mills and multiple technical 
inventions to promote increased production. Mills, typically housed in four- 
storey brick buildings, employed hundreds of workers and were controlled like 
prisons. The exploited workers, many of whom were women and children, came 
from many different places and social groups, from farmers driven out of the 
countryside by enclosures to small artisans driven out of business by merchants. 
The working class that was taking shape was enormously diverse, but most 
workers were equally desperate.20 This wide diversity of origins in the working 
class was constituted as the raw matter for the work process: this diversity was 
being reshaped by a particular type of logic.
 Just as the formation of the national state in the United States followed a dis-
tinct trajectory, so did the shaping of workers’ disadvantage and the ensuing 
struggles by workers. In addition, there was no strong class- based political 
movement that could fight for workers’ rights. As in England, employers used 
the state to formalize their advantage over workers, but instead of Parliament the 
United States had the courts. US laws provided, as they continue to do, far fewer 
protections against abuse, injury, illness and unemployment (e.g. Forbath 1991: 
chs 1 and 5; Rogers 1990) than did European laws in response to workers’ 
mobilization in the late 1800s and on. They covered, and continue to do so, a 
small share of all workers and fail to stipulate terms of employment that ensure 
basic protections (Bok 1971). While Europe’s major powers saw the growth of 
labour organizations that took on broad class- based programmes of reform and 
redistribution by the end of the nineteenth century, in the United States the 
American Federation of Labor rejected or avoided such broad programmes 
(Forbath 1991; Bok 1971). Most of the scholarship explains this American dif-
ference or ‘exceptionalism’ in terms of the conservatism and individualism of 
US workers.21 However, some scholars (Bok 1971) have seen the law and the 
courts, rather than workers’ individualism, as critical in explaining US workers’ 
disadvantage. A few have consistently rejected the notion of American workers’ 
‘exceptionalism’ (Gutman 1976; Katznelson and Zolberg 1986; Montgomery 
1980; Sassen 1988, 1999), and lower rates of workers’ organization than in 
European countries, notably France (Katznelson and Zolberg 1986).
 Without reducing the weight of these diverse explanations, I want to isolate 
the one centred on the role of the law and its institutional orders to see how the 
law has fed the construction of the disadvantage of workers (Perlman 1928). For 
example, the US government attacked the labour movement so aggressively that 
by the end of the 1890s it had been seriously weakened and, with few exceptions, 
opted for more moderate tactics. In Europe, by contrast, state attacks on workers 
had radicalized the large labour unions. It was through the courts, including their 
policy- making, that the US state exercised this function, much more so than 
through legislative or executive action (Bok 1971). Forbath (1991: ch. 3) docu-
ments how one union was destroyed through the courts’ outlawing sympathy 
strikes, ordering mass imprisonments and putting armed force behind court 
decrees.22 Judges and courts played a critical role not just in judiciary action but 
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also in policy development, since the US government throughout the nineteenth 
century lacked a professional civil service, that is to say, a class of state workers 
that had tenure in the state bureaucracies and agencies, a key feature of the major 
European states. The legal personae of the worker and of the owner of productive 
capital were in good part established through a series of major court decisions.
 There is a specific American prehistory to these nineteenth- century develop-
ments. Employment law in colonial America varied by location. But it was based 
on that of the Old World (Ray et al. 1999). The prevalence of slavery meant that 
in the eighteenth century much of the labour force was not free; employers could 
be owners or masters who used slaves, apprentices and/or indentured servants.23 
Unlike British workers, roughly after 1830 they generally experienced no civil or 
criminal penalties for labour breaches.24 This was due to the existence of chattel 
slavery in the United States and the vigorous efforts of Northern wage earners to 
abolish slavery – and any penal sanctions that evoked it – in Northern states 
where wages became common after 1820. The particular freedoms of American 
workers were not a result of capitalist market forces but reflected strong political 
and moral forces (such as the abolitionist movements of the North). Other legal 
historians discuss the persistence of coercion in the United States when free 
labour relations were supposed to be the rule of law. Writing about labour rela-
tions after the Civil War, Amy Dru Stanley (1998) notes that local laws against 
the poor worked to coerce transient individuals into the workforce, even though 
the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution abolished slavery. While American 
workers were free from penal sanctions (unlike British workers), they were 
coerced and regulated through a process called wage forfeiture. Under this prac-
tice, a worker who left a job before its completion would lose any unpaid wages 
to the employer. British judiciaries outlawed this practice, but in the United States 
employers used this practice as a method of controlling workers.25

 The pertinent laws in the 1800s and early 1900s stated that the relationship 
between the American worker and her/his employer was simply a matter of con-
tract. This permeated the American legal landscape. Courts conceptualized 
labour largely in terms of the right to contract, making it difficult for American 
workers to bargain for better work conditions. For example, in a landmark case 
(Lochner v. New York), the US Supreme Court ruled that a New York state 
labour law – which regulated the number of hours a baker could work – was 
unconstitutional because it violated an individual’s fundamental right to engage 
in contracts.26 The freedom to exchange labour was also part of the common law 
under the doctrine known as employment- at-will (Feinman 1976).
 Because of the employment- at-will doctrine, many American workers did not 
receive remedy for workplace injuries. Many employers used defences based on 
contract liberty to escape liability, including contributory negligence (the work-
er’s actions contributed to the injury), assumption of risk (the worker assumed 
the risk of the danger he/she was engaged in) and the fellow- servant rule (Finkin 
et al. 1989). The freedom to enter contracts also largely protected corporate 
employers to the detriment of American workers who assembled or organized to 
improve worker conditions (Forbath 1991).
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 Employers’ use of labour injunctions as legal weapons was well established 
at the turn of the century. A court- issued labour injunction banned union activ-
ities (that is, picketing) during labour disputes. Injunctions also forbade indi-
viduals and groups from boycotting an employer. The injunction was an 
effective weapon through which those who violated the court order could be 
fined or sentenced to prison. In the 1870s, employers used the labour injunction 
to fight strike activity when it became prominent once again (particularly on the 
railways). Courts recognized that individuals could withhold their own labour 
from employers, but they did not believe that individuals and groups could 
protest and intimidate other workers and customers. Courts used a theory that, 
no matter how peaceful, moral intimidation by workers and/or appealing to cus-
tomers created hostile environments that interfered with employers’ businesses. 
Conspiracy charges were becoming a less effective tool for employers as juries 
became more sympathetic to unions (both because there was more public support 
for unions and because workers were increasingly represented on juries). 
Employers began leaning more on injunctions against labour. The Debs (1895) 
case ruled this constitutional (Taylor and Witney 1992: 19ff.). This case origin-
ated in a dispute between the Pullman Car Company and the American Railway 
Union in 1894 over a wage cut and the dismissal of union leaders. When the 
strike failed, the union appealed to railway companies to boycott Pullman cars; 
when the railways refused, the strikes spread throughout the railway industry. 
Since the railways were involved in interstate commerce, an injunction was filed 
against the union.27

 Employers also used antitrust laws to appeal to the courts to control the activ-
ity of labour unions. In Loewe v. Lawlor, the Supreme Court allowed the 
Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890 to be enforced against unions that maintained 
unfair employer lists.28 In an attempt to allow unions to organize without fear of 
antitrust suits, Congress passed the Clayton Act of 1914.29 But while under the 
Sherman Act only the government could file to obtain an injunction in an anti-
trust case, Clayton wound up being interpreted as extending this capacity to 
employers (Taylor and Witney 1992: 47).
 However, as industrial capitalism became an increasingly massive process, 
the workforce of citizens and immigrants became a force to be reckoned with as 
well. Both in the major European powers and in the United States, notwithstand-
ing their different trajectories of labour organizing and of employers’ uses of the 
state to control workers, the 1900s saw significant victories for workers’ causes. 
In the United States, the New Deal and its accompanying legislation created a 
revolution in American labour law. Many of the legal tools from the nineteenth 
century discussed above were changed. Eventually, employers’ widespread use 
of labour injunctions resulted in the 1932 Norris- LaGuardia Anti- Injunction Act 
– an attempt to give workers more protections. Congress intended for the act to 
strengthen workers’ rights to assemble and stop courts from prohibiting union 
organization, strikes and assembly. Some courts remained hostile to workers’ 
activities and continued issuing injunctions during labour disputes (Cox et al. 
2001: 17–51). But in 1935, Congress passed the Wagner Act (currently known 
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as the National Labor Relations Act [NLRA]), which gave workers the right to 
organize and engage in collective bargaining or other orchestrated activities; it 
also formed the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) to prohibit employers’ 
unfair labour practices and to require workers’ compensation.
 These hard- won rights for workers were further enabled by the ascendance of 
a type of economy that needed people as workers and as consumers. This is 
clearest in the expansion of mass manufacturing, mass consumption, mass con-
struction of suburbs and so on. The associated growth of a prosperous working 
class and a rising middle class signalled the beginning of a fully realized liberal 
democratic system. But the crises of the 1970s and the rise of a new global neo-
liberalism made visible the exceptionalism of that expanded prosperity of 
workers. Despite the gains of the twentieth century, the political situation and 
power of workers is precarious, as is evident in the loss of workplace rights and 
the sharp increase in the rights of employers. Does this show us that that original 
making of two foundationally unequal subjects cannot be overridden through 
liberal democratic regimes by themselves?

Conclusion: continuities in contemporary liberal democratic 
capitalism
The histories discussed in this chapter point to the limits of the rule of law and 
rights- based legal proceduralism in securing equality in the law. While not the 
subject of this chapter, elsewhere I have extended this argument to the limits of 
electoral rights and electoral proceduralism in securing types of equality that go 
beyond partial formalisms, e.g. the right to vote, and are actually substantive, e.g. 
making one’s vote count to launch new agendas. As I indicate throughout the 
chapter, these histories are charged with contradictions. The extreme inequality led 
to vigorous class conflict and struggles by the disadvantaged to gain (some) rights 
and protections. The regulatory state and the Keynesian social contract are prod-
ucts of these struggles. They illuminate how powerlessness can be complex; in that 
complexity lies the possibility that the powerless also make history.
 At the heart of liberal democracy, both as practice and as doctrine, there is a 
tension between the privileging of property rights and a more substantive under-
standing of equality, including today, human rights. That tension has never been 
resolved. The Keynesian period produced the conditions for a prosperous and 
growing middle class in many countries and for an active working class. Con-
ceivably this could have been a step in a liberal democratic trajectory that was an 
advance over the past and was to continue and bring only more equality. But 
today’s phase of global neoliberalism shows us otherwise – an impoverishment 
of the traditional modest middle classes and working classes in the older liberal 
democracies – even as some of the newer liberal democracies have entered the 
process of expanded middle classes, evident in India.
 The potential of liberal democracy to enable struggles by the disadvantaged – 
both in the past and today in emergent democracies – showed its promise in the 
regulatory state and in the Keynesian social contract. But it may also be showing 
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its limits in the current phase of global neoliberalism, with a return to often 
extreme inequalities and extreme poverty of a sort that liberals considered part 
of the past during the Keynesian phase. Today’s phase shows us liberal demo-
cracy’s limits to ensure ongoing progress for the disadvantaged and ongoing 
curtailment of extreme power and wealth. Instead, the change concerns the 
composition, rather than the existence, of each extreme. The disadvantaged 
today include not only impoverished middle classes but also a growing range of 
capitalist firms that dominated national capitalisms. And the privileged include 
global elites with thinning national interests and increasingly dominant sovereign 
wealth- funds which are reshaping the logics of capitalism. Many of the 
economic, organizational and ideational capabilities historically made by the 
rising bourgeoisie still exist today, but they have jumped organizing logics.
 Ultimately, liberal democracy has not succeeded in overcoming the founda-
tional inequality of its two historic subjects. This does not preclude that, imper-
fect as it is, it might still be the best option. I could have agreed with this had I 
not have witnessed the current era of global neoliberalism, and its disastrous 
social and economic outcomes.

Notes
 1 This can be partly explained, I posit, because a given capability is not only specific to 

a formation but also relational vis- à-vis other capabilities in that formation; the differ-
ential capabilities of each the worker and the factory owner are clearly a relational 
condition that can carry over even as each subject undergoes significant 
transformation.

 2 The question of periodization is always subject to debate and revision. I chose 
Beaud’s (1981: 115ff.) identification of three phases in capitalist industrialization on a 
world scale: 1780–1880, 1880–1950 and 1950 onward. Each of these phases is 
marked by specific sectoral and geographic dimensions. What follows owes much to 
Beaud.

 3 Among the other major powers in Europe at the time, Holland had stabilized, Portugal 
and Spain were declining, and Russia continued its expansion toward Asia. During 
the Restoration France took possession again of its colonies, which had been 
neglected during the revolution and the empire. This neglect may partly have been 
connected to the fact that industrial capitalism was moving slowly, further signalling 
the importance of colonialism for capitalism. French colonial expansion was mostly 
military.

 4 Sir Dudley North wrote in his ‘Discourse upon Trade’ (1856 [1691]) in defence of 
free trade, which was clearly different from mercantilism. There is a strong corres-
pondence between the ideas of political freedom (Locke) and the necessity for eco-
nomic liberalism (North).

 5 Previously patents had been caught up in a system of monarchial privilege and 
favours, dating back at least to 1331, whereby the Crown used the issuing of a patent 
or trade monopoly to expand its coffers. This came under attack during the second 
half of the sixteenth century (North and Thomas 1973: 147ff.).

 6 It was the rich peasants, the dealers, the rich gentry and locally important men, the 
banking and trading bourgeoisie, the jurists and the liberal professions who asked for 
parliamentary democracy (not necessarily in those words), freedom and property. 
These groups represented an important new social force, underestimated by the mon-
archy re- established after Cromwell’s death. In a compromise the monarch agreed to 
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respect a ‘Declaration of Rights’ (1689), which asserted that the king could not 
suspend the application of the laws, collect taxes or raise and maintain an army in 
times of peace without the consent of Parliament.

 7 Wallerstein (1974) notes that the bourgeoisie identified with the nation- state, but it 
could have identified with other entities, notably other bourgeois classes in other 
nation- states. The bourgeoisie became conscious of its position in a system but did so 
within the frame of the nation- state. There were other choices: they could have 
become conscious of themselves as a world class, and many groups pushed for such a 
definition. There were also capitalist farmers in the peripheral areas. At the height of 
Charles V’s reign, many in the Low Countries, southern Germany, northern Italy and 
elsewhere tied their hopes to the imperial aspirations of the Hapsburgs: these groups 
were a social stratum but could have become a class. The failure of the empire made 
the bourgeoisie in Europe realize that their fate was tied to nation- states. This points 
to the existence of possible alternative trajectories and thereby de- essentializes the 
historical record, and, more specifically, it points to contestations of the nation- state 
and thereby de- essentializes the latter.

 8 Briggs (1984) gives 1,300 acts from 1760 to 1801, and another 1,000 from 1800 to 1820.
 9 After 1801, ‘The procedure used was usually enclosure by act of parliament rather 

than by voluntary agreement or pressure. A successful Enclosure Act did not require 
local unanimity but it did require enough money to pay for the lawyers’ and survey-
ors’ fees and for fences, hedges, roads, and drainage after the bill had been passed. 
This was largely a formality since the Enclosure Commissioners appointed to survey 
the land invariably favoured the parties wishing to enclose and so, too did Parliament’ 
(Briggs 1984: 172).

10 The reasons for intervention varied, but at the heart was a concern about the rising 
population (especially in the urban working population). In the late eighteenth century 
this increased the demand for cheap food, creating further pressure for agricultural 
improvement.

11 Thus troops were sent to break up the riots in 1779 in Lancaster and in 1796 in 
Yorkshire.

12 In 1819 there was what we might describe as a return to sound money (Briggs 1984: 
201). The 1825 Bank Charter Act liberalized country banks; the 1826 Banking Act 
had deflationary effects; and so on. The 1844 Bank Charter Act established that only 
the Bank of England could issue paper bank notes. The 1844–61 corporation laws 
(McNeill 1986: 507) allowed all companies, except banks, to become limited liability 
concerns; banks were allowed in 1858.

13 It was most successful in Virginia, Maryland and Pennsylvania; it was completely 
absent in New England, as residents resisted its feudal overtones (Ely 1992: 11ff.).

14 Women and children were a large part of the workforce. In 1834 children under thir-
teen made up 13 per cent of the workforce in the English cotton industry; 5 per cent 
by 1850; and 14 per cent in 1874 (Beaud 1981: 39).

15 The manufacturing sector was quite diverse and included wool, silk, cotton and flax 
spun or woven by steam or waterpower. Other sectors were knitwear, lace, printed 
fabric, bleachers, dyes, metal wares, pottery and glass manufacture. And there was an 
agricultural and mining proletariat. The Factory Acts were passed to protect women 
and children, the more vulnerable workers, though this in turn engendered efforts 
among employers to limit these protections. The 1819 Cotton Factory Act prohibited 
child labour (under nine years old) in cotton factories and limited hours of work for 
ages nine to eighteen. The 1833 Factory Act required some schooling for children. 
The 1842 Mines Act prohibited girls, women and boys under ten from working under-
ground. The 1844 Factory Act limited the hours of work for children aged eight to 
thirteen and women in factories; a related bill mandated that the workday should 
begin at the same time every day (this was the first time Parliament regulated hours of 
work for adult males) and that clocks should be publicly visible, and it lowered the 
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minimum working age from nine to eight (Marx 1977: 394; Rubinstein 1998: 80). In 
1845, calico printing works were subjected to safety legislation (Rubinstein 1998: 80). 
The 1847 Factory Act–Ten Hours’ Bill limited work for women and children to ten 
hours, and it de facto applied to men, since most factory work also required some 
child labour (McNeill 1986: 508).

16 During this period the 1833 Emancipation Act was also passed, which abolished 
slavery or, rather, ‘administered freedom drop by drop’ (Marx 1977: 392).

17 In this account, workers were not free in the medieval period but gained legal 
freedoms in the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries when Englishmen were allowed 
to work for wages. The law of the employer- employee was known as the law of 
‘master and servant’ for everyone except house servants and apprentices.

18 This is similar to arguments made by Steinfeld in his earlier work on the United 
States, in which he writes that the replacement of the unfree labour with free labour 
was not an inevitable by- product of eighteenth- or nineteenth- century capitalism. He 
argues instead that free labour resulted from struggles in which republicanism, the 
American Revolution and the persistence of the increasingly odious institution of 
black slavery (1991: 137–46) impelled average American working men and women to 
act (123–7, 181).

19 The ability of magistrates to penalize growing numbers of British workers derived 
from revisions of the Master and Servant Acts, which regulated the interactions 
between employers and employees.

20 Periods of major social transformation contain the possibility of major upheavals in 
people’s lives and livelihoods, as well as a sharp increase in the level of desperation. 
The elimination of serfdom had a similar effect in Prussia. And, as I will argue later, 
the current formation of a highly mixed class of needed workers in major developed 
economies evinces similar patterns. One could use these features of the formation of a 
new workforce as an indicator of major transformations.

21 There were other factors, such as the ethnic fragmentation of the American working 
class, that are often used to explain the failure to organize. For a critique of this factor, 
see Wilentz (1984). Further, the working classes in all the major European powers 
had immigrant workers in the 1800s (Sassen 1999), a fact that is not quite made part 
of ‘official’ European history.

22 Forbath observes (1991: 27) that the framers of the Constitution, concerned about fac-
tionalisms, particularly the possibility of a factionalism of the poor that might lead to 
political moves to forcefully redistribute wealth, placed matters of property and 
markets in a suprapolitical realm of private right: these were then constituted as 
matters of law and not politics. From the perspective of contestation during the period 
of industrialization, the fact of a diffuse federation made organization difficult, even if 
early on (by the 1830s) white men had the right to vote: but ‘there was no unitary 
state to defend or transform’ (Katznelson 1985: 273).

23 In 1740 South Carolina declared slaves ‘to be chattels personal, in the hands of their 
owners and possessors’, and hence could be purchased, sold, inherited, taxed or seized 
to pay a master’s debts (Ely 1992: 15).

24 Steinfeld (1991) also points out that while criminal penalties for employment breaches 
were not the norm in the United States, some American workers faced the same 
‘unfree’ labour environments as their British counterparts. Not all US workers were 
free from penal sanctions after 1830. Steinfeld examines groups of workers who con-
tinued to face penal sanctions after 1830: sailors who were jailed if they quit; and 
Southern sharecroppers who faced punishments if they breached work agreements. He 
uses these (and other) examples to suggest that even in the comparatively free labour 
context of the United States, workers’ actual freedoms were frequently at risk.

25 Early labour organizers were typically attacked by employers through the courts under 
conspiracy charges drawn from English common law. The first such case was 
Commonwealth v. Pullis (1806, Philadelphia). The place of common law in the 
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republic was already controversial; republicans wanted only legislatively enacted law 
to be binding and believed that the power of the police (administration of law) rested 
exclusively with the legislature and that just outcomes would emerge from a free 
market. Using the common law, the journeymen combinations (organizations) were 
seen as a conspiracy. From 1806 to 1842, there were seventeen such trials. Judges 
typically handed down small fines, with threats of higher fines for repeat offenders; 
juries were typically composed of merchants and employers (Taylor and Witney 
1992: 6–7; Tomlins 1993: 134). These cases tended to invoke the public welfare as a 
criterion for judging combinations: judges advocated common law as the source of 
this welfare; radicals advocated the market. Through the 1820s and into the 1830s, the 
emphasis shifted from forbidding combination as such to the lawfulness of the means 
used and ends pursued (Tomlins 1993: 144–7).

26 In Lochner v. New York (1905) the Court threw out a statute restricting work in baker-
ies to ten hours a day or sixty hours per week because it violated the liberty of con-
tract embodied in the Fourteenth Amendment. The Court argued that long hours did 
not endanger the health of workers; therefore, the New York legislation was intended 
to regulate labour relations, not protect health. This decision embodied the laissez- 
faire libertarian outlook and provided the foundation for stifling Progressive attempts 
at reforms in the states for the next thirty years (until the depression) (Ely 1992: 103). 
The Court remained open to cases where health and safety were obviously at stake, 
for example, in mining and industrial accidents. Further, some restrictions in working 
hours were allowed. For example, Muller v. Oregon (1908) allowed the limitation of 
working hours for women in factories and laundries to ten hours per day, on the 
grounds of ‘special health needs’ (104). The Court struck down prohibitions of 
‘yellow dog contracts’, which stipulated that employees could not belong to a union, 
since these prohibitions would interfere in contracts (formal equality as a screen for 
maintenance of inequality). Labour unsurprisingly saw this as confirmation of anti- 
union bias in the courts (105). The courts were also reluctant to set minimum wages: 
Adkins v. Children’s Hospital (1923) overruled a DC statute establishing a minimum 
wage for women. Similarly, it struck down a Kansas compulsory wage arbitration 
system in Charles Wolff Packing Company v. Court of Industrial Relations of Kansas 
(1923). Most of these decisions relied on contract logic.

27 By 1931, 1,845 injunctions were issued (Witte 1932: 234, as reported in Taylor and 
Witney 1992: 20). The Debs decision also upheld injunctions against people who 
might have aided workers in a labour dispute, that is to say, it applied to ‘all other 
people whomsoever’ who were ‘interfering in any way whatsoever’.

28 The Sherman Antitrust Act declared illegal every contract or combination in restraint 
of trade among the states. Sherman was applied to unions as well: the clauses in the 
act outlawing combination and targeting monopolists did not specifically exclude 
labour, so the Court applied the act to unions (Taylor and Witney 1992: 37). The first 
application to a union came in Louisiana in 1893; the Court found that the interrup-
tion of trade resulting from a strike constituted a restraint of trade, forbidden under 
the act (38). The Supreme Court declined to determine whether the act applied to 
unions in 1895 (In Re Debs), but found that it applied to unions in the Danbury 
Hatters case (Loewe v. Lawlor 1908). In this case, the United Hatters brought pres-
sure on Loewe & Company by organizing a successful nationwide boycott; a circuit 
court found for the union, but the Supreme Court reversed the decision. A second case 
in 1915 – Lawlor v. Loewe – ruled that damages could be recovered from the union 
and its membership.

29 The Clayton Act (1914) was an attempt to outlaw specific types of competitive beha-
viour that were thought to result in monopoly conditions (Fligstein 1990: 25).
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7 Restructuring global governance
Cosmopolitanism, democracy and the 
global order

David Held

Cosmopolitanism is concerned with disclosing the ethical, cultural and legal 
basis of political order in a world where political communities and states matter, 
but not only and exclusively. In circumstances where the trajectories of each and 
every country are tightly entwined, the partiality of ‘reasons of state’ needs to be 
recognised. While states are hugely important vehicles to aid the delivery of 
effective public recognition, equal liberty and social justice, they should not be 
thought of as ontologically privileged. They can be judged by how far they 
deliver these public goods and how far they fail; for the history of states is 
marked, of course, not just by phases of bad leadership and corruption but also 
by the most brutal episodes. A cosmopolitanism relevant to our global age must 
take this as a starting point, and build an ethically sound and politically robust 
conception of the proper basis of political community, and of the relations 
among communities.
 This chapter examines why cosmopolitanism remains a compelling political 
philosophy and approach to global challenges. The first section sets out the 
context of cosmopolitanism; that is, an explanation of why cosmopolitanism is 
relevant to global political and social problems. It focuses on cosmopolitan 
values rooted in leading international regimes and organisations. The section that 
follows explores the structure and meaning of cosmopolitanism in more detail, 
and sets out how I understand this important concept. It also responds to several 
criticisms of cosmopolitanism that are repeatedly raised in the literature. The 
third section discusses the relation between cosmopolitan values and principles 
and the idea of a cosmopolitan legal community. The final two sections examine 
the significance of these notions in meeting many of today’s global challenges. 
The argument is that the multilateral order is inadequate, and the principles that 
underpin it are inappropriate, to the global issues faced in the twenty- first 
century. Cosmopolitanism, it is contended, discloses a more suitable and produc-
tive approach.

The context of cosmopolitanism
Thinking about the future of humankind on the basis of the early years of the 
twenty- first century does not give grounds for optimism. From 9/11 to the 2006 
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war in the Middle East, terrorism, conflict, territorial struggle and the clash of 
identities appear to define the moment. The wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, Israel/
Lebanon, Israel/Gaza and elsewhere suggest that political violence is an irreduc-
ible feature of our age. Perversely, globalisation seems to have dramatised the 
significance of differences between peoples; far from the globalisation of com-
munications easing understanding and the translation of ideas, it seems to have 
highlighted what it is that people do not have in common and find dislikeable 
about each other (Bull 1977: 127). Moreover, the contemporary drivers of polit-
ical nationalism – self- determination, secure borders, geo- political and geo- 
economic advantage – place an emphasis on the pursuit of the national interest 
above concerns with what it is that humans might have in common.
 Yet, it is easy to overstate the moment and exaggerate from one set of histor-
ical experiences. While each of the elements mentioned poses a challenge to a 
rule- based global order, it is a profound mistake to forget that the twentieth 
century established a series of cosmopolitan steps toward the delimitation of the 
nature and form of political community, sovereignty and ‘reasons of state’. 
These steps were laid down after the First and Second World Wars which 
brought humanity to the edge of the abyss – not once, but twice. At a time as dif-
ficult as the start of the twenty- first century, it is important to recall why these 
steps were taken and remind oneself of their significance.
 From the foundation of the UN system to the EU, from changes to the laws of 
war to the entrenchment of human rights, from the emergence of international 
environmental regimes to the establishment of the International Criminal Court, 
people have sought to reframe human activity and embed it in law, rights and 
responsibilities. Many of these developments were initiated against the back-
ground of formidable threats to humankind – above all, Nazism, fascism and 
Stalinism. Those involved in them affirmed the importance of universal princi-
ples, human rights and the rule of law in the face of strong temptations to simply 
put up the shutters and defend the position of only some countries, nations and 
peoples. They rejected the view of national and moral particularists that belong-
ing to a given community limits and determines the moral worth of individuals 
and the nature of their freedom, and they defended the irreducible moral status 
of each and every person. At the centre of such thinking is the cosmopolitan 
view that human well- being is not defined by geographical or cultural locations, 
that national or ethnic or gendered boundaries should not determine the limits of 
rights or responsibilities for the satisfaction of basic human needs, and that all 
human beings require equal moral respect and concern. The principles of equal 
respect, equal concern, and the priority of the vital needs of all human beings are 
not principles for some remote utopia; for they are at the centre of significant 
post- Second World War legal and political developments.
 What does ‘cosmopolitan’ mean in this context (see Held 2002)? In the first 
instance, cosmopolitanism refers to those basic values that set down standards or 
boundaries which no agent, whether a representative of a global body, state or civil 
association, should be able to violate. Focused on the claims of each person as an 
individual, these values espouse the idea that human beings are in a fundamental 
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sense equal, and that they deserve equal political treatment; that is, treatment based 
upon the equal care and consideration of their agency, irrespective of the commun-
ity in which they were born or brought up. After over two hundred years of nation-
alism, sustained nation- state formation and seemingly endless conflicts over 
territory and resources, such values could be thought of as out of place. But such 
values are already enshrined in the law of war, human rights law, the statute of the 
ICC, among many other international rules and legal arrangements.
 Thus, second, cosmopolitanism can be taken to refer to those forms of polit-
ical regulation and law- making that create powers, rights and constraints that go 
beyond the claims of nation- states and that have far- reaching consequences, in 
principle, for the nature and form of political power. These regulatory forms can 
be found in the domain between national and international law and regulation – 
the space between domestic law which regulates the relations between a state 
and its citizens, and traditional international law which applies primarily to states 
and interstate relations. This space is already filled by a host of legal regulation, 
from the legal instruments of the EU, and the international human rights regime 
as a global framework for promoting rights, to the diverse agreements of the 
arms control system and environmental regimes. Within Europe, the European 
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms and 
the EU create new institutions and layers of law and governance that have 
divided political authority; any assumption that sovereignty is an indivisible, 
illimitable, exclusive and perpetual form of public power – entrenched within an 
individual state – is now defunct (Held 1995: 107–13). Within the wider interna-
tional community, rules governing war, weapons systems, war crimes, human 
rights and the environment, among other areas, have transformed and delimited 
the order of states, embedding national polities in new forms and layers of 
accountability and governance. Accordingly, the boundaries between states, 
nations and societies can no longer claim the deep legal and moral significance 
they once had in the era of classic sovereignty. Cosmopolitanism is not made up 
of political ideals for another age, but embedded in rule systems and institutions 
that have already altered state sovereignty in distinct ways, and in societies of 
diverse faiths.

The structure of cosmopolitanism
However, the precise sense in which these developments constitute a form of 
‘cosmopolitanism’ remains to be clarified, especially given that the ideas of 
cosmopolitanism have a long and complex history. For my purposes here, cos-
mopolitanism can be taken as the moral and political outlook that builds upon 
the strengths of the post- 1945 multilateral order, particularly its commitment to 
universal standards, human rights and democratic values, and that seeks to 
specify general principles upon which all could act. These are principles that can 
be widely shared, and form the basis for the protection and nurturing of each 
person’s equal interest in the determination of the forces and institutions that 
govern their lives.
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 Cosmopolitan values can be expressed formally, and in the interests of 
brevity, in terms of a set of principles (Held 2002). Eight principles are 
paramount. They are the principles of: 1. equal worth and dignity; 2. active 
agency; 3. personal responsibility and accountability; 4. consent; 5. collective 
decision- making about public issues through voting procedures; 6. inclusiveness 
and subsidiarity; 7. avoidance of serious harm; and 8. sustainability. While eight 
principles may seem like a daunting number, they are interrelated and together 
form the basis of a compelling ethical and political orientation – an orientation 
that helps illuminate what it is that humankind can have in common.
 The eight principles can best be thought of as falling into three clusters. The 
first cluster (principles 1–3) sets down the fundamental organisational features of 
the cosmopolitan moral universe. Its crux is that each person is a subject of equal 
moral concern; that each person is capable of acting autonomously with respect 
to the range of choices before them; and that, in deciding how to act or which 
institutions to create, the claims of each person affected should be taken equally 
into account. Personal responsibility means in this context that actors and agents 
have to be aware of, and accountable for, the consequences of their actions, 
direct or indirect, intended or unintended, which may substantially restrict and 
delimit the choices of others. The second cluster (principles 4–6) forms the basis 
of translating individually initiated activity, or privately determined activities 
more broadly, into collectively agreed or collectively sanctioned frameworks of 
action or regulatory regimes. Public power can be conceived as legitimate to the 
degree to which principles 4, 5 and 6 are upheld. The final principles (7 and 8) 
lay down a framework for prioritising urgent need and resource conservation. By 
distinguishing vital from non- vital needs, principle 7 creates an unambiguous 
starting point and guiding orientation for public decisions. While this ‘prioritis-
ing commitment’ does not, of course, create a decision procedure to resolve all 
clashes of priority in politics, it clearly creates a moral framework for focusing 
public policy on those who are most vulnerable, and who would be unable to act 
autonomously without certain material capacities. By contrast, principle 8 seeks 
to set down a prudential orientation to help ensure that public policy is consist-
ent with global ecological balances and that it does not destroy irreplaceable and 
non- substitutable resources.
 It could be objected at this point that, given the plurality of interpretive posi-
tions in the contemporary world (social, cultural, religious and so on), it is 
unwise to construct a political standpoint that depends upon overarching princi-
ples. For it is doubtful, the objection could continue, that a bridge can be built 
between ‘the many particular wills’ and ‘the general will’ (see McCarthy 1991: 
181–99). Daniel Bray, for instance, makes this argument from a Deweyian 
ethical perspective, while also continuing to advocate what he terms ‘pragmatic 
cosmopolitanism’. He contends that it is impossible to answer questions such as 
‘what are the proper boundaries of a democratic community?’ using cosmopol-
itan principles like my ‘all- affected principle’ (Bray this volume; Held 1995). 
According to Bray, such questions can only be answered through interconnected 
communities engaging in collective problem- solving – in the ‘conduct of politics 
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itself ’ (ibid). ‘Democratic reconstruction’ he suggests, ‘and any extension of 
moral and political boundaries, must grow from the values shared by existing 
democratic communities’ (Bray 2009: 699). Kimberly Hutchings also makes an 
analogous argument against the use of cosmopolitan principles, but from a quite 
different perspective (Hutchings 2008). Specifically, she maintains that cosmo-
politan arguments similar to mine rest on an interpretation of world affairs that 
springs from a temporal experience not shared by all.
 In a world marked by a diversity of value orientations, on what grounds, if 
any, can we suppose that all groups or parties could be argumentatively con-
vinced about fundamentally ethical and political principles? I would argue that 
the principles of cosmopolitanism are the conditions that must be met for taking 
cultural diversity seriously, and of building a democratic culture to mediate 
clashes of the cultural good. They are, in short, about the conditions of just dif-
ference and democratic dialogue. The aim of modern cosmopolitanism is the 
conceptualisation and generation of the necessary background conditions for a 
‘common’ or ‘basic’ structure of individual action and social activity (cf. Rawls 
1985: 254ff.).
 Thus, while a modern cosmopolitanism acknowledges a plurality of values 
and a diversity of moral conceptions of the good (how would it be otherwise?), it 
entails, as one commentator aptly put it, ‘a particular type of political arrange-
ment, one which, for one, allows the pursuit of different conceptions of good’ 
(Tan 1998: 283). Only polities that acknowledge the equal status of all persons, 
that seek neutrality or impartiality with respect to a wide range of personal ends, 
hopes and aspirations, and that pursue the public justification of social, economic 
and political arrangements can ensure a basic or common structure of political 
action that allows individuals to pursue their projects – both individual and col-
lective – as free and equal agents. Hence, cosmopolitan principles are the princi-
ples of democratic public life, stripped of one crucial assumption – never fully 
justified in any case in liberal democratic thought, classic or contemporary – that 
these principles can only be enacted effectively within a single circumscribed, 
territorially based political community.
 A distinction can be made between ‘thick’ and ‘thin’ cosmopolitanism (see 
Held 2005, for a discussion). There are those for whom membership of humanity 
at large means that special relationships (including particular moral responsibil-
ities) to family, kin, nation, or religious grouping can never be justified because 
the people involved have some intrinsic quality that suffices alone to compel 
special moral attention, or because they are allegedly worth more than other 
people, or because such affiliations provide sufficient reason for pursuing 
particular commitments or actions. Against this, there are those who recognise 
that while each person stands in ‘an ethically significant relation’ to all other 
people, this is only one important ‘source of reasons and responsibilities among 
others’ (Scheffler 1999: 260). Cosmopolitan principles are, in this context, quite 
compatible with the recognition of different ‘spheres’ or ‘layers’ of moral 
reasoning (Walzer 1983). As I understand cosmopolitanism, it should be thought 
of as closer to the second position than the first; cosmopolitanism lays down 
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regulative principles that delimit and govern the range of diversity and differ-
ence that ought to be found in public life. It discloses the proper framework for 
the pursuit of argument, discussion and negotiation about particular spheres of 
value. Cosmopolitanism thus sets down a set of procedural principles for polit-
ical life. Of course, the principles of autonomy, dialogue and tolerance are open 
to objection; they have been contested throughout the modern period. But if they 
are rejected, it is important to be clear that what is being cast aside is the willing-
ness to test the generalisability of political claims and interests, to pursue the 
deliberative justification of these, and to ensure the accountability of power in all 
its forms.

From cosmopolitan principles to cosmopolitan law
The idea of cosmopolitan law invokes the notion of a domain of law different in 
kind from the law of states and the law made between one state and another for 
the mutual enhancement of their geopolitical interests. Kant, the leading inter-
preter of the idea of such a law, interpreted it as the basis for articulating the 
equal moral status of persons in the ‘universal community’ (1970: 108). For him, 
cosmopolitan law is neither a fantastic nor a utopian way of conceiving law, but 
a ‘necessary complement’ to the codes of national and international law, and a 
means to transform them into a public law of humanity (see Held 1995: ch. 10). 
While Kant limited the form and scope of cosmopolitan law to the conditions of 
universal hospitality – the right to present oneself and be heard within and across 
communities – it is understood here more broadly as the appropriate mode of 
representing the equal moral standing of all human beings, their entitlement to 
equal liberty and to forms of governance founded on deliberation and consent. In 
other words, cosmopolitan law should be thought of as the form of law that best 
articulates and entrenches the eight principles of cosmopolitan order. If these 
principles were to be systematically entrenched as the foundation of law, the 
conditions of the cosmopolitan regulation of public life could initially be set 
down.
 In this conception, the nation- state ‘withers away’. But this is not to suggest 
that states and national democratic polities become redundant. Rather, states 
would no longer be regarded as the sole centres of legitimate power within their 
borders, as is already the case in many places (Held et al. 1999). Rightful author-
ity or sovereignty can be stripped away from the idea of fixed borders and territ-
ories and thought of as, in principle, an attribute of basic cosmopolitan 
democratic law that can be drawn upon and enacted in diverse realms, from local 
associations and cities to states and wider global networks.
 At the heart of a cosmopolitan conception of global order is the idea that cit-
izenship can be based not on an exclusive membership of a territorial commun-
ity but on general rules and principles which can be entrenched and drawn upon 
in different settings. The meaning of citizenship thus shifts from membership in 
a community which bestows, for those who qualify, particular rights and duties 
to an alternative principle of world order in which all persons have equivalent 
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rights and duties in the cross- cutting spheres of decision- making which can 
affect their vital needs and interests. As Habermas has written, ‘only a demo-
cratic citizenship that does not close itself off in a particularistic fashion can 
pave the way for a world citizenship . . . State citizenship and world citizenship 
form a continuum whose contours, at least, are already becoming visible’ (1996: 
514–15). There is only a historically contingent connection between the princi-
ples underpinning citizenship and the national community; as this connection 
weakens in a world of overlapping communities and fate, the principles of cit-
izenship must be rearticulated and re- entrenched. Moreover, in the light of this 
development, the connection between patriotism and nationalism becomes easier 
to call into question, and a case built to bind patriotism to the defence of core 
civic and political principles – not to the nation or country for their own sake 
(Heater 2002). Only national identities open to diverse solidarities, and shaped 
by respect for general rules and principles, can accommodate themselves suc-
cessfully to the challenges of the global age. Ultimately, diversity and difference, 
accountability and political capacity, can flourish only in a cosmopolitan legal 
community (see Brunkhorst 2005; Held 2002). The global challenges we face 
are better met in a cosmopolitan legal framework.
 The key reasons for this should be highlighted for clarity. First, cosmopolitan 
values have played, as previously noted, a constitutive role in the development 
of important aspects of the international and global political realm, and these 
continue to be of great relevance in the framing of core general civic and polit-
ical principles. Second, the world of ‘overlapping communities of fate’, of inter-
locking and interdependent relations across borders and sectors of society, 
generated by globalisation, binds the fortunes of people together across countries 
in dense networks and processes. Third, if the complex and demanding political 
issues that this gives rise to are to be resolved, not by markets or geopolitical 
might, but by mechanisms of deliberation, accountability and democracy, then a 
cosmopolitan legal order can be seen to set down a fair and inclusive political 
framework to address them, internationally and globally.

Global challenges
Global challenges today can be thought of as divided into three types – those con-
cerned with sharing our planet (global warming, biodiversity and ecosystem 
losses, water deficits), those concerned with sustaining our life chances (poverty, 
conflict prevention, global infectious diseases) and those concerned with manag-
ing our rulebooks (nuclear proliferation, toxic waste disposal, intellectual prop-
erty rights, genetic research rules, trade rules, finance and tax rules) (cf. Rischard 
2002). In our increasingly interconnected world, these global problems cannot be 
solved by any one nation- state acting alone. They call for collective and collabo-
rative action – something that the nations of the world have not been good at, and 
that they need to be better at if these pressing issues are to be adequately tackled.
 While complex global processes, from the financial to the ecological, connect 
the fate of communities to each other across the world, global governance 
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capacity is under pressure. Problem- solving capacities at the global and regional 
level are weak because of a number of structural difficulties, which compound 
the problems of generating and implementing urgent policy with respect to 
global goods and bads. These difficulties are rooted in the post- war settlement 
and the subsequent development of the multilateral order itself.
 The problems faced by international agencies and organisations stem from 
many sources, including the tension between universal values and state sover-
eignty built into them from their beginning. For many global political and legal 
developments since 1945 do not just curtail sovereignty, but support it in distinc-
tive ways. From the UN Charter to the Kyoto protocol, international agreements 
often serve to entrench the international power structure. The division of the 
globe into powerful nation- states, with distinctive sets of geopolitical interests, 
was embedded in the articles and statutes of leading IGOs (see Held 1995: chs 5 
and 6). Thus, the sovereign rights of states are frequently affirmed alongside 
more universal principles. Moreover, while the case can be made that universal 
principles are part of ‘the working creed’ of officials in some UN agencies such 
as the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF ), UNESCO and the World 
Health Organization (WHO), and NGOs such as Amnesty International, Save 
the Children and Oxfam, they can scarcely be said to be constitutive of the con-
ceptual world and working practices of many politicians, national or interna-
tional (Barry 1999: 34–5).
 In addition, the reach of contemporary regional and international law rarely 
comes with a commitment to establish institutions with the resources and clout 
to make declared universal rules, values and objectives effective. The suscepti-
bility of the UN to the agendas of the most powerful states, the partiality of 
many of its enforcement operations (or lack of them altogether), the underfund-
ing of its organisations, the continued dependency of its programmes on finan-
cial support from a few major states, the weaknesses of the policing of many 
environmental regimes (regional and global) are all indicative of the disjuncture 
between universal principles (and aspirations) and their partial and one- sided 
application. Four deep- rooted problems need highlighting (see Held 2004: 6).
 A first set of problems emerges as a result of the development of globalisation 
itself, which generates public policy problems that span the ‘domestic’ and the 
‘foreign’, and the interstate order with its clear political boundaries and lines of 
responsibility. These problems are often insufficiently understood or acted upon. 
There is a fundamental lack of ownership of many of them at the global level. A 
second set of difficulties relates to the inertia found in the system of international 
agencies, or the inability of these agencies to mount collective problem- solving 
solutions faced with uncertainty about lines of responsibility and frequent disa-
greement over objectives, means and costs. This often leads to the situation 
where the cost of inaction is greater than the cost of taking action. A third set of 
problems arises because there is no clear division of labour among the myriad of 
international governmental agencies; functions often overlap, mandates 
frequently conflict, and aims and objectives too often get blurred. A fourth set of 
difficulties relates to an accountability deficit, itself linked to two interrelated 
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problems: the power imbalances among states and those between state and non- 
state actors in the shaping and making of global public policy. Multilateral 
bodies need to be fully representative of the states involved in them, and they 
rarely are.
 Underlying these four difficulties is the breakdown of symmetry and congru-
ence between decision- makers and decision- takers. The point has been well 
articulated recently by Kaul and her associates in their work on global public 
goods. They speak about the forgotten equivalence principle; that is, the span of 
a good’s benefits and costs should be matched with the span of the jurisdiction 
in which decisions are taken about that good (see Kaul et al. 2003). At its root, 
such a principle suggests that those who are significantly affected by a global 
public good or bad should have a say in its provision or regulation. Such a prin-
ciple of equivalence could be circumscribed by a concept of the right to protec-
tion from grievous harm. In this way, ‘all- inclusiveness’ would entail 
deliberation and engagement in policies that seriously affect life expectations 
and life chances (Held 2004: ch. 6; cf. Keohane 2004).
 Yet, all too often, there is a breakdown of ‘equivalence’ between decision- 
makers and decision- takers, between decision- makers and stakeholders, and 
between the inputs and outputs of the decision- making process. Pressing exam-
ples include climate change, financial market regulation, the impact of trade sub-
sidies, AIDS management and the question of intellectual property rights. Thus, 
the challenge is to find ways to align the circles of those to be involved in 
decision- making with the spillover range of the good under negotiation, i.e. to 
address the issue of accountability gaps; to create new organisational mechan-
isms for policy innovation across borders; and to find new ways of financing 
urgent global public goods. Legitimate political authority at the global level 
cannot be entrenched adequately without addressing the representative, organi-
sational and financial gaps in governance arrangements. Cosmopolitan principles 
point the way forward.
 To restore symmetry and congruence between decision- makers and decision- 
takers requires a reframing of global governance and a resolve to address those 
challenges generated by cross- border processes and forces. This project must 
take as its starting point, in other words, a world of overlapping communities of 
fate. Recognising the complex processes of an interconnected world, it ought to 
view certain issues – such as industrial and commercial strategy, housing and 
education – as appropriate for spatially delimited political spheres (the city, 
region or state), while seeing others – such as the environment, pandemics and 
global financial regulation – as requiring new, more extensive institutions to 
address them. Deliberative and decision- making centres beyond national territ-
ories are appropriately situated when the principle of all- inclusiveness can only 
be properly upheld in a transnational context; when those whose life expectancy 
and life chances are significantly affected by public matters constitute a 
transnational grouping; and when ‘lower’ levels decision- making cannot manage 
satisfactorily transnational or global policy questions. Of course, the boundaries 
demarcating different levels of governance will always be contested, as they are, 
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for instance, in many local, sub- national regional and national polities. Disputes 
about the appropriate jurisdiction for handling particular public issues will be 
complex and intensive; but better complex and intensive in a clear cosmopolitan 
framework (in which cosmopolitan law frames political power) than abandoned 
simply to powerful geopolitical interests (dominant states) or market- based 
organisations to resolve them alone (see Held 2004: ch. 6).
 Accordingly, to return to where this chapter began, states are hugely import-
ant vehicles to aid the delivery of effective public regulation, equal liberty and 
social justice, but they should not be thought of as ontologically privileged. They 
can be judged by how far they deliver these public goods and how far they fail. 
The same can be said about political agents operating beyond the level of the 
nation- state. They are by no means necessarily noble or wise, and their wisdom 
and nobility depend on recognising necessary limits on their action, limits which 
mark out legitimate spaces for others to pursue their vital needs and interests. 
IGOs and INGOs, like states, need to be bound by a rule- based order which 
articulates and entrenches cosmopolitan principles. Only such an order can 
underwrite a political system which upholds the equal moral standing of all 
human beings, and their entitlement to equal liberty and to forms of governance 
founded on deliberation and consent. Here is the foundation on which to build a 
politically robust and ethically sound conception of the proper basis of political 
community, and of the relations among communities in a global age. We need to 
build on the cosmopolitan steps of the twentieth century and deepen the institu-
tional hold of this agenda.

Political openings
Surprisingly perhaps, it is an opportune moment to rethink the nature and form 
of contemporary global governance and the dominant policies of the last decade 
or so. The policy packages that have largely set the global agenda – in eco-
nomics and security – are failing. The Washington Consensus and Washington 
security doctrines – or market fundamentalism and unilateralism – have dug 
their own graves. The most successful developing countries in the world (China, 
India, Vietnam, Uganda, among them) are successful because they have not fol-
lowed the Washington Consensus agenda, and the conflicts that have most suc-
cessfully been diffused (the Balkans, Sierra Leone, Liberia, among others) are 
ones that have benefited from concentrated multilateral support and a human 
security agenda. Here are clues as to how to proceed in the future. We need to 
learn to follow these clues and learn from the mistakes of the past if the rule of 
law, accountability and the effectiveness of the multilateral order are to be 
advanced.
 In addition, the political tectonic plates appear to be shifting. With the falter-
ing of unilateralism in US foreign policy, uncertainty over the role of the EU in 
global affairs, the crisis of global trade talks, the growing confidence of leading 
emerging countries in the world economic fora (China, India, Brazil), and the 
unsettled relations between elements of Islam and the West, business as usual 
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seems unlikely at the global level in the decades ahead. It is highly improbable 
that the multilateral order can survive for very much longer in its current form; a 
new political space is being opened up.
 Of course, cosmopolitanism has its enemies that may exploit this space (see 
Archibugi 2008). But I have argued that cosmopolitanism constitutes the polit-
ical basis and political philosophy of living in a global age. In a world of over-
lapping communities of fate, individuals need to be not just citizens of their 
immediate political communities, but of the wider regional and global networks 
that impact upon their lives. Under such conditions, people would come, in prin-
ciple, to enjoy multiple citizenships – political membership, that is, in the diverse 
communities that significantly affect them. This overlapping cosmopolitan polity 
would be one that in form and substance reflected and embraced the diverse 
forms of power and authority that operate within and across borders.



8 Democracy in a multipolar world

Chantal Mouffe

I have decided that the best way to address the theme of this volume, Interrogat-
ing Democracy in World Politics, is to examine the implications of my agonistic 
approach for envisaging what democracy could mean in a multipolar world.
 I will begin by presenting the basic tenets of the theoretical framework that 
informs my reflection on the political. It has been elaborated in Hegemony and 
Socialist Strategy, co- written with Ernesto Laclau (2001). In this book we argue 
that the two concepts needed to grasp the nature of the political are ‘antagonism’ 
and ‘hegemony’. Both point to the need for acknowledging the dimension of 
radical negativity and the ever present possibility of antagonism that impede the 
full totalisation of society and foreclose the possibility of a society beyond divi-
sion and power. They require coming to terms with the lack of a final ground 
and the undecidability that pervades every order; this means, in our vocabulary, 
recognising the hegemonic nature of every kind of social order and envisaging 
society as the product of a series of practices whose aim is to establish order in a 
context of contingency. The practices of articulation through which a given order 
is created and the meaning of social institutions is fixed are what we call ‘hege-
monic practices’. Every order is the temporary and precarious articulation of 
contingent practices. Things could always have been otherwise and every order 
is predicated on the exclusion of other possibilities. It is always the expression of 
a particular configuration of power relations. What is at a given moment 
accepted as the ‘natural’ order, jointly with the common sense that accompanies 
it, is the result of sedimented hegemonic practices; it is never the manifestation 
of a deeper objectivity that would be exterior to the practices that brought it into 
being. Every order is therefore susceptible to being challenged by counter- 
hegemonic practices that attempt to disarticulate it in order to install another 
form of hegemony.
 In The Return of the Political (1993), The Democratic Paradox (2000) and 
On the Political (2005) I have developed this reflection on ‘the political’, under-
stood as the antagonistic dimension that is inherent in all human societies. I have 
proposed to distinguish between ‘the political’ and ‘politics’; ‘the political’ 
refers to the dimension of antagonism that can take many forms and can emerge 
in diverse social relations, a dimension that can never be eradicated; ‘politics’ 
refers to the ensemble of practices, discourses and institutions that seek to 
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establish a certain order and to organise human coexistence in conditions that are 
always potentially conflicting because they are affected by the dimension of ‘the 
political’.
 The denial of ‘the political’ in its antagonistic dimension is, I have argued, 
what impedes liberal theory’s ability to grasp the roots of violence and to envis-
age politics in an adequate way. Indeed ‘the political’ in its antagonistic dimen-
sion cannot be made to disappear by simply denying or wishing it away, which 
is the typical liberal gesture; such negation only leads to impotence, an impo-
tence that characterises liberal thought when confronted with the emergence of 
antagonisms and forms of violence that, according to its theory, belong to a 
bygone age when reason had not yet managed to control the supposedly archaic 
passions.
 The main problem with liberal rationalism is that it deploys a logic of the 
social based on an essentialist conception of ‘being as presence’ and that it 
conceives objectivity as being inherent to things themselves. This is why it 
cannot apprehend the process of construction of political identities. It cannot 
recognise that there can only be an identity when it is constructed as differ-
ence and that any social objectivity is constituted through acts of power. What 
it refuses to admit is that any form of social objectivity is ultimately political 
and that it must bear the traces of the acts of exclusion that govern its 
constitution.
 The notion of ‘constitutive outside’ can be helpful here to make this argu-
ment more explicit. This term has been proposed by Henry Staten (1985) to 
refer to a number of themes developed by Jacques Derrida through notions 
like ‘supplement’, ‘trace’ and ‘différance’. Its aim is to highlight the fact that 
the creation of an identity implies the establishment of a difference. When 
dealing with political identities, which are always collective identities, we are 
dealing with the creation of an ‘us’ that can only exist by its demarcation from 
a ‘them’. This does not mean of course that such a relation is by necessity an 
antagonistic one. But it means that there is always the possibility of this rela-
tion us/them becoming one of friend/enemy. This happens when the others, 
who up to now had been considered as simply different, start to be perceived 
as putting into question our identity and threatening our existence. From that 
moment on, any form of us/them relation, be it religious, ethnic or economic, 
becomes the locus of an antagonism. What is important here is to acknow-
ledge that the very condition of possibility for the formation of political iden-
tities is at the same time the condition of impossibility of a society from which 
antagonism would have been eliminated. Antagonism is therefore an ever- 
present possibility.

An agonistic model
An important part of my reflection has been dedicated to the elaboration of what 
I call an ‘agonistic’ model of democracy. My objective is to provide what 
Richard Rorty would call a ‘metaphoric redescription’ of liberal democratic 
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institutions, which, I claim, is better able to grasp what is at stake in pluralist 
democratic politics than the two main models of democracy currently on offer, 
the aggregative and the deliberative ones. In a nutshell, my argument goes as 
follows. Once we acknowledge the dimension of ‘the political’, we begin to 
realise that one of the main challenges for pluralist liberal democratic politics 
consists in trying to defuse the potential antagonism that exists in human rela-
tions. Indeed, the fundamental question is not: how to arrive at a consensus 
reached without exclusion, because this would require the construction of an ‘us’ 
that would not have a corresponding ‘them’. Yet this is impossible because, as I 
have just argued, the very condition for the constitution of an ‘us’ is the demar-
cation of a ‘them’. The crucial issue for democracy then is how to establish this 
us/them distinction that is constitutive of politics in a way that is compatible 
with the recognition of pluralism. Conflict in liberal democratic societies cannot 
and should not be eradicated since the specificity of ‘modern democracy’ is pre-
cisely the recognition and the legitimation of conflict. What modern liberal 
democratic politics requires is that the others are not seen as enemies to be 
destroyed but as adversaries whose ideas would be fought against, even fiercely, 
but whose right to defend those ideas will never be put into question. To put it 
another way, what is important is that conflict does not take the form of an 
‘antagonism’ (struggle between enemies) but the form of an ‘agonism’ (struggle 
between adversaries).
 A well- functioning democracy calls for a confrontation of democratic 
political positions. If this is missing there is always the danger that this demo-
cratic confrontation will be replaced by a confrontation between non- 
negotiable moral values or essentialist forms of identifications. Too much 
emphasis on consensus, together with aversion towards confrontations leads 
to apathy and to disaffection with political participation. This is why a liberal 
democratic society requires a debate about possible alternatives. It must 
provide political forms of identifications around clearly differentiated demo-
cratic positions, or to put it in Niklas Luhmann’s terms there must be a clear 
‘splitting of the summit,’ a real choice between the policies put forward by the 
government and those of the opposition (1990). While consensus is no doubt 
necessary, it must be accompanied by dissent. Consensus is needed on the 
institutions that are constitutive of liberal democracy and on the ethico- 
political values that should inform the political association, but there will 
always be disagreement concerning the meaning of those values and the way 
they should be implemented. In a pluralist democracy such disagreements are 
not only legitimate but also necessary. They allow for different forms of 
citizenship identification and are the stuff of democratic politics. When the 
agonistic dynamics of pluralism is hindered because of a lack of democratic 
forms of identifications, passions cannot be given a democratic outlet and the 
ground is laid for various forms of politics articulated around essentialist iden-
tities of nationalist, religious or ethnic type and for the multiplication of con-
frontations over non- negotiable moral values, with all the manifestations of 
violence that such confrontations entail.
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Towards a multipolar world
My agonistic model has been elaborated to provide a proper understanding of 
the nature of a specific political regime: liberal pluralist democracy. However I 
think that some of its insights, for example the importance of offering the 
possibility for legitimate, ‘agonistic’ forms of conflict in order to avoid the 
explosion of antagonistic ones, can be useful in the field of international 
relations. Indeed the situation in the international arena is today in many respects 
similar to the one found in domestic politics, with its lack of an agonistic debate 
about possible alternatives. Since the end of the Cold War we have been living 
in a unipolar world and the absence of legitimate alternatives to the dominant 
hegemonic order means that resistances against this hegemonic order cannot find 
legitimate forms of expression. This is why those resistances breed conflicts, 
which when they explode, take antagonistic forms, putting into question the very 
basis of the existing order. As I have suggested in On the Political (2005), it is 
the lack of political channels for challenging the hegemony of the neo- liberal 
model of globalisation that is at the origin of the proliferation of discourses and 
practices of radical negation of the established order.
 Contrary to some currently fashionable views, I do not believe that the solution 
to our current predicament lies in the establishment of a cosmopolitan democracy. 
The problem, in my view, with the cosmopolitan approach is that, whatever its 
formulation, it postulates the availability of a world beyond hegemony and beyond 
sovereignty, therefore negating the dimension of the political. Moreover it is predic-
ated on the universalisation of the western model and therefore does not make room 
for a plurality of legitimate alternatives. All those who assert that the aim of politics 
– be it at the national or the international level – should be to establish consensus on 
one single model, end up foreclosing the possibility of legitimate dissent and creat-
ing the terrain for the emergence of violent forms of antagonisms.
 In my view, the challenge that we are facing is the following: if on one side 
we acknowledge that every order is a hegemonic order and that there is no pos-
sible order ‘beyond hegemony’, but on the other side we also acknowledge the 
negative consequences of a unipolar world, organised around the hegemony of 
an hyper- power, what is the alternative? My suggestion is that the only solution 
lies in the pluralisation of hegemonies. Abandoning the illusory hope for a 
political unification of the world, we should advocate the establishment of a 
multipolar, agonistic world organised around several big regional units with their 
different cultures and values. I am not pretending, of course, that this would 
bring about the end of conflicts but I am convinced that those conflicts are less 
likely to take an antagonistic form than in a world where a single economic and 
political model is presented as the only legitimate one and is imposed on all 
parties in the name of its supposedly superior rationality and morality.
 Let me clarify here an important point. By speaking of an ‘agonistic’ world 
order, I am not trying to ‘apply’, strictly speaking, my agonistic domestic model 
to the field of international relations. What I am doing is bringing to the fore 
some similarities between those two very different realms. My objective is to 
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stress that what is at stake in both cases is the importance of acknowledging the 
dimension of ‘the political’. We need to realise that, instead of trying to bring 
about a consensus that would eliminate the very possibility of antagonism, the 
crucial task is to find ways to deal with conflicts so as to minimise the risks of 
them taking an antagonistic form. But of course the conditions are very different 
in the domestic and the international domains. The kind of ‘conflictual consen-
sus’ based on divergent interpretations of shared ethico- political principles that 
is necessary for the implementation of an agonistic model of liberal democracy 
cannot be expected at the global level because such a consensus supposes the 
existence of a political community, which is not available at the international 
level. Indeed, to envisage the world order in terms of a plurality of hegemonic 
blocks requires relinquishing the idea that they need to be parts of an encom-
passing moral and political unit. The illusions of a global ethics, global civil 
society and other cosmopolitan dreams impede our ability to recognise that in 
the field of international relations one can only reach prudential agreements and 
that all attempts to definitively overcome the ‘state of nature’ between states, by 
the establishment of a global covenant, run into insurmountable difficulties.
 I refer to Norberto Bobbio’s model of ‘institutional pacifism’ to illustrate this 
point because it provides a good example of those difficulties. Bobbio’s (1995) 
cosmopolitan approach consists in applying Hobbes’s contractualism to the rela-
tions between states. Utilising the Hobbesian distinction between pactum soci-
etatis and pactum subjectionis, he argues that what is needed to create a peaceful 
international order is, in a first move, that states establish among themselves a 
permanent association through a treaty of non- aggression, in conjunction with a 
series of rules in order to resolve their disputes. This stage of pactum societatis 
should be followed by their submission to a common power that would ensure 
their effective adherence to the agreed treaties, using force if necessary (pactum 
subjectionis). Bobbio distinguishes three stages: first, the polemical stage, 
reflecting the situation in the state of nature in which conflicts are resolved only 
by force; second, the agonistic stage that corresponds to the pactum societatis, 
which excludes the use of reciprocal force to resolve conflicts and settle them by 
negotiation; and finally the pacific stage, which is when a pactum subjectionis is 
established with the existence of a Third Party able to enforce the agreements 
established in the agonistic stage. The pacific stage would see the overcoming of 
the state of nature in international relations and Bobbio believes that, although 
we have not yet reached the stage of a pactum subjectionis, the creation of the 
United Nations was an enormous step forward in that direction. He proposes to 
make a distinction between two different judicial figures: 

one who, despite his superior authority, does not have the coercive power to 
enforce his decisions (as still happens in international law today) and another 
whose superior authority grants him this power insofar as the pact of obedi-
ence has entrusted the use of legitimate force to it and to it alone. Only when 
the Judge has coercive power is the pacific stage wholly achieved.

 (Bobbio 1995: 25) 
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The current situation is one in which the United Nations finds itself in the posi-
tion of a powerless Third Party Judge. This is due to the fact that states remain 
sovereign and have not yet abandoned their monopoly on the legitimate use of 
force to a common authority endowed with exclusive rights of coercive power. 
For Bobbio, a peaceful international system requires the completion of the trans-
ition from the agonistic to the pacific stage by the concentration of military force 
in the hands of a supreme international authority.
 Although inspired by Hobbes, Bobbio’s project parts from him in two signi-
ficant aspects. Hobbes of course asserted that the passage from a state of nature 
to a civil union was not possible in the field on international relations and he 
repeatedly denied the possibility of both a pactum societatis and a pactum sub-
jectionis among states. The pact of submission of which his Leviathan offers a 
model could only exist within a state. Moreover, it was of an autocratic nature. 
Bobbio intends to go further. Not only does he want to apply this model to the 
relations among states, he also wants the Third Party to acquire a democratic 
form. This is why he insists that this entrusting of coercive power to a superior 
entity should be the result of a universal agreement founded on democratic pro-
cedures. He asserts that peace and democracy are inextricably linked and that, 
for the power of the international Leviathan not to be oppressive, it is important 
that the states, which originate the contract through which the ‘superstate’ 
holding a legal monopoly on the use of international force is established, are 
democracies constitutionally committed to the protection of the fundamental 
rights of their citizens. The problem of course is that not all existing states are 
democratic and this leads him to difficulties that he openly acknowledges:

I am well aware that my whole argument is based on conjecture inspired by 
the Kantian idea that perpetual peace is feasible only among states with the 
same form of republican government (the form in which collective decisions 
are made by the people) – supplemented by the ideas that the union of states 
must also be republican in form . . . Like any conjecture, my thesis may be 
expressed only as an ‘if- then’ hypothetic proposition: ‘If all the states were 
republican, if the society of all states were republican, then . . .’ ‘If ’ is the 
stumbling block.

(Bobbio 1995: 38)

Bobbio is clearly caught in a vicious circle that he formulates in the following 
way: ‘states can become democratic only in a fully democratised international 
society, but a fully democratised international society presupposes that all the 
states that compose it are democratic. The completion of one process is hindered 
by the non- completion of the other’ (Bobbio 1995: 39). Bobbio is nevertheless 
hopeful for the future because, in his view, the number of democratic states is 
increasing and he believes that the process of the democratisation of interna-
tional society is therefore truly under way.
 There are of course many people today who would disagree with such 
optimism, among them Robert Kagan, who in his recent book The Return of 
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History and the End of Dreams, argues that the global competition between 
liberal and autocratic governments is likely to intensify in coming years. Kagan 
is of course a neo- conservative concerned with the maintenance of American 
hegemony, but many people on the left are also sceptical about the optimistic, 
‘smooth’ view of globalisation.
 The question however is not a matter of pessimism versus optimism and it 
should be addressed in a different way. If, as I have argued, every order is by 
necessity a hegemonic one, it is clear that the political unification of the world 
advocated by Bobbio, if it was ever to happen, could only take place under the 
hegemony of a central power. Bobbio’s figure of a democratic international Levi-
athan, created through a pact of submission by which all states agree through 
democratic procedures that a Third Party Judge will have the coercive power to 
resolve their conflicts, could only be a global hegemon. His hoped for democratic 
world order would in fact be a unipolar world where, in the name of universalism, 
the western model of democracy would have been imposed worldwide. This 
would have dire consequences and, as I have already indicated, we are currently 
witnessing how current attempts to homogenise the world are provoking violent 
adverse reactions from those societies whose specific values and cultures are ren-
dered illegitimate by the enforced universalisation of the Western model.
 It is time, I submit, to relinquish the very idea of a pactum subjectionis among 
states and acknowledge that peace in a pluralist world can only be reached 
through the establishment of a variety of pactum societatis, i.e. a multiplicity of 
pragmatic multilateral agreements which will always remain precarious and con-
tingent. Against Bobbio’s illusion that a pacific stage could ever be reached in 
the field of international relations, it is necessary to accept that the agonistic 
stage is the only alternative to the state of nature. To envisage what are, under 
the current conditions of globalisation, the most adequate forms of constructing 
such an agonistic order is the challenge that we face.

Which democracy for a multipolar ‘agonistic’ world?
What could be the place of democracy in such a multipolar order? This is the 
question that I want to address in the last part of this chapter. It is evident that a 
multipolar world will not necessarily be a democratic one and that several of its 
poles might be organised around different political principles. Since we have 
discarded the presence of an impartial Third Party Judge, able to impose what 
would be deemed the only legitimate order, a coexistence of political regimes is 
unavoidable. This is of course the situation that we are beginning to witness, 
with the first signs of the advent of a multipolar world in which China, certainly 
not a democracy, will no doubt play an important role. My position on this ques-
tion is that, a multipolar world composed of a variety of regimes would certainly 
be better than the current unipolar one because it is less likely to foster the emer-
gence of extreme forms of antagonism.
 But I do not think that we need to discard the possibility that democracy 
might become established worldwide. However, this question would have to be 
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envisaged in a different way, abandoning the claim that this process of democra-
tisation should consist in the global implementation of the Western liberal demo-
cratic model. Democracy in a multipolar world could take a variety of forms, 
according to the different modes of inscription of the democratic ideal in a 
variety of contexts.
 As I have argued in The Democratic Paradox (Mouffe 2000), liberal demo-
cracy is the articulation between two different traditions: liberalism, with its 
emphasis on individual liberty and universal rights; and democracy, which 
privileges the idea of equality and ‘rule by the people’, i.e. popular sovereignty. 
Such an articulation is not a necessary but a contingent one; it is the product of a 
specific history. Indeed, the liberal democratic model, with its particular concep-
tion of human rights, is the expression of a particular cultural and historical 
context, in which, as it has often been noted, the Judeo- Christian tradition has 
played a central role. Such a model of democracy is constitutive of our form of 
life and it is certainly worthy of our allegiance, but there is no reason to present 
it as the only legitimate way of organising human coexistence and to try to 
impose it on the rest of the world. The kind of individualism dominant in 
Western societies is alien to many other cultures, whose traditions are informed 
by different values, and democracy understood as ‘rule by the people’ can there-
fore take other forms, in which for instance the value of community is more 
pregnant than the idea of individual liberty.
 The dominant view, found in many different currents of political theory, 
asserts that moral progress requires the acceptance of the Western model of 
liberal democracy because it is the only possible shell for the implementation of 
human rights. This thesis has to be rejected but that does not necessarily mean 
discarding the idea of human rights. It might in fact continue to play a role but 
on condition that it is reformulated in a way that permits a pluralism of interpre-
tations. To elucidate this issue we find important insights in the work of 
Raimundo Panikkar, who in an article entitled ‘Is the Notion of Human Rights a 
Western Concept?’ (1982: 81–2), asserts that, in order to understand the meaning 
of human rights, it is necessary to scrutinise the function played by this notion in 
our culture. This will allow us, he says, to examine later if this function is not 
fulfilled in different ways in other cultures. Panikkar urges us to enquire about 
the possibility of what he calls ‘homeomorphic’, i.e. functional, equivalents of 
the notion of human rights. Looking at Western culture, we ascertain that human 
rights are presented as providing the basic criteria for the recognition of human 
dignity and as being the necessary condition for a just social and political order. 
Therefore the question we need to ask is whether other cultures do not give 
different answers to the same question.
 Once it is acknowledged that what is at stake in human rights is the dignity of 
the person, the possibility of different manners of envisaging this question 
becomes evident, as well as the different ways in which it can be answered. 
What Western culture calls ‘human rights’ is in fact a culturally specific form of 
asserting the dignity of the person and it would be very presumptuous to declare 
that it is the only legitimate one. Many theorists have pointed out how the very 
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formulation in terms of ‘rights’ depends on a way of moral theorising that, while 
appropriate for modern liberal individualism, can be inappropriate for grasping 
the question of the dignity of the person in other cultures. According to François 
Jullien, for instance, the idea of ‘rights’ privileges the freeing of the subject from 
its vital context and devalues its integration in a multiplicity of spheres of 
belonging. It corresponds to a defensive approach that relinquishes the religious 
dimension and presents the individual as absolute. Jullien notes that the concept 
of the ‘rights of man’ does not find any echo in the thought of classical India that 
does not envisage man as being isolated from the rest of the natural world. While 
‘liberty’ is the final word in European culture, for the Far East, from India to 
China, the final word is ‘harmony’ (2008: 24).
 In the same line of thought Panikkar illustrates how the concept of human 
rights relies on a well- known set of presuppositions, all of which are distinc-
tively Western, namely: there is a universal human nature that can be known by 
rational means; human nature is essentially different from and higher than the 
rest of reality; the individual has an absolute and irreducible dignity that must be 
defended against society and the state; the autonomy of that individual requires 
that society be organised in a non- hierarchical way, as a sum of free individuals. 
All those presuppositions, claims Panikkar, are definitively Western and liberal 
and are distinguishable from other conceptions of human dignity in other 
cultures. For instance, there is no necessary overlap between the idea of the 
‘person’ and the idea of the ‘individual’. The ‘individual’ is the specific way in 
which Western liberal discourse formulates the concept of the self. Other 
cultures, however, envisage the self in different ways (Panikkar 1982: 81–2).
 Many consequences stem from these considerations. One of the most import-
ant is that we have to recognise that the idea of ‘autonomy’, which is so central 
in Western liberal discourse and which is at the centre of our understanding of 
human rights, cannot have such a priority in other cultures where decision- 
making is less individualistic and more cooperative than in Western societies. 
This in no way signifies that those cultures are not concerned with the dignity of 
the person and the conditions for a just social order. What it means is that they 
deal with those questions in a different way. This is why the search for homeo-
morphic equivalents is a necessary one. Societies that envisage human dignity in 
a way that differs from the Western understanding of human rights would also 
have a different way of envisaging the nature and role of democratic institutions. 
To take seriously ‘value pluralism’ in its multiple dimensions therefore requires 
making room for the pluralism of cultures, forms of life and political regimes. 
This means that in addition to the recognition of a plurality of understandings of 
‘human rights’, we should recognise a plurality of forms of democracy.
 Next to human rights another crucial issue for democracy is the question of 
secularisation. In fact, even in the West, there is a long- standing debate about the 
relation between democracy and the mode of existence of a secular society. As 
Jose Casanova has convincingly shown (2006), an impasse has been reached in 
that debate between the European and the American approaches and the differ-
ent ways in which they envisage the nature of a secular society and the link 
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between secularism and modernity. On one side, there are the European sociolo-
gists who believe that the decline in the societal power of religious institutions 
and in religious beliefs and practices among individuals are necessary com-
ponents of the process of modernisation; on the other side, there are American 
sociologists of religion who reject the theory of secularisation because they do 
not see any decline in the religious beliefs and practices of the American people. 
What is really at stake in this debate is the following question: should secularisa-
tion be seen as a necessary feature of modernity and should it be seen as a pre-
condition for modern liberal democratic politics? I am going to leave this 
question aside because the issue that I want to tackle is another one: even if we 
give an affirmative answer to this question in the context of Western democracy, 
does it mean that secularisation is a normative condition for all forms of demo-
cracy? Or should we not envisage the possibility of democratic societies where 
such a process did not take place? Casanova asks ‘Can the theory of secularisa-
tion as a particular theory of historical development be dissociated from general 
theories of global modernisation? Can there be a non- Western, non- secular 
modernity?’ (Casanova 2006: 10). I would like to make this question even more 
precise and ask: can there be a non- Western, non- secular modernity with a non- 
secular form of democracy? If, as many people assert, the European concept of 
secularisation is not particularly relevant for the United States, it is clear that it is 
even less relevant for other civilisations with very different modes of social 
structuration. What could be its relevance for instance for worldly religions like 
Confucianism or Taoism? As Casanova notes, their model of transcendence can 
hardly be called ‘religious’ and they do not have ecclesiastical organisation. In a 
sense they have always been ‘worldly’ and do not need to undergo a process of 
secularisation. One could say, for instance, that China and the Confucian civili-
sational area have been secular ‘avant la lettre’ (Casanova 2006: 13).
 The best way to avoid those pitfalls is to acknowledge the possibility of mul-
tiple modernities and to accept that the path followed by the West is not the only 
possible and legitimate one and that non- Western societies can follow different 
trajectories according to the specificity of their cultural traditions and of their 
religions. Once it is granted that the set of institutions constitutive of liberal 
democracy – with their vocabulary of human rights and their form of secularisa-
tion – are the result of a contingent historical articulation in a specific cultural 
context, there is no reason to see their adoption worldwide as the criteria of polit-
ical modernity and as a necessary component of democracy. A pluralist approach 
should therefore envisage the possibility of other forms of articulation of the 
democratic ideal of government by the people, articulations in which religion 
would have a different type of relation with politics and in which human rights 
(provided we want to keep this term) would be conceived in ways that depart 
from their formulation in the individualistic liberal culture.
 To be sure, in many parts of the world we find intellectuals and activists who 
are engaged in precisely that kind of reflection, working to elaborate a vernacular 
conception of democracy inscribed in their respective cultural and religious tra-
ditions. In the case of Islam for instance, Noah Feldman (2008) has shown that 
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what is at stake is how to envisage a constitutional order grounded in the sharia 
and devoted to the rule of law. He examines different attempts to visualise how a 
democratic Islamic state, a state governed through Islamic law and Islamic 
values, could reconcile divine sovereignty with the democratic principle of 
popular sovereignty. Mainstream Islamism, he notes, has accepted the compati-
bility of the sharia and democracy but differences exist concerning the mechan-
isms of reconciliation. The most prominent solution is 

for the constitution of the Islamic state to acknowledge divine sovereignty 
rather than establish popular sovereignty and then use it to enact Islamic 
law. On this theoretical model, the people function somewhat as the ruler 
did in the classical constitutional order: they accept the responsibility for 
implementing what God has commanded. 

(Feldman 2008: 119) 

According to some interpretations, this democratically elected legislature 
responsible for enacting the provisions of the sharia would need to be supervised 
by a constitutionalised process of Islamic judicial review. Feldman is aware of 
the difficulties that the establishment of such a democratic Islamic state will 
encounter but he insists that it would be an error for the West to see it as a threat 
to democracy and to try to destroy those who are advocating it.
 The situation is no doubt different in other parts of the world and in each 
case the solution will have to take account of specific circumstances and 
cultural traditions. But all those who want to develop vernacular models of 
democracy face the same problem with respect to the West: its refusal to 
acknowledge forms of democracy different from the liberal democratic one. 
Western powers are adamant that the only legitimate democracy is their 
current interpretation: multi- party electoral democracy, accompanied by an 
individualistic conception of human rights, and of course by free market pol-
icies. This is the model that they claim to have a moral duty to promote, or 
impose if necessary. The disastrous consequences of the imposition of such a 
model can be seen worldwide. To take the case of Africa, for instance, several 
authors have pointed out that the catastrophic conditions existing in many 
African countries are the consequence of the inadequate political systems that 
were bequeathed to them by their former colonisers. Independence often left 
them, not as stable national states but as a patchwork of ethnic fiefdoms, 
burdened with parliaments based on those of the former colonial power. In 
countries with so many ethnicities with their own language, customs and 
culture, multi- party democracy has led to political fragmentation and bitterly 
divided politics. Many specialists recognise that forms of democracy more 
adapted to African customs are needed and that governments of national unity 
might be better suited for holding those countries together and fostering their 
development.
 As far as Asia is concerned, the situation is again different. There one of the 
challenges might be to reconcile the democratic principle of popular sovereignty 
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with Confucianism and Taoism. The idea of ‘Asian values’ is often rejected on 
the grounds that it is used as an excuse by authoritarian rulers to justify their 
domination. In some cases there might indeed be some truth in this claim, but 
this should not lead to the dismissal of the legitimacy of such a notion. In the 
end the people concerned should decide those issues and it is not up to us West-
erners to tell them how to organise their own societies. The thought that I will 
conclude with is that we should acknowledge that the world is a pluriverse and 
realise that to accept a diversity of political forms of organisation will be more 
conducive to peace and stability than the enforcement of a universal model.



9 Critiquing global democracy

David Chandler

Introduction
The attenuation or hollowing out of territorial politics – that posit a fixed relation-
ship between a demos and sovereign decision- making power – reflects a crisis of 
traditional frameworks of political community. Territorially defined and con-
structed political communities are suffering from a generic lack of cohering 
values and sentiments, expressed in regular discussions of the meaning and relev-
ance of different national values, symbols and traditions. Governments have great 
difficulty in legitimating themselves in traditional ways. With the decline in party 
membership and voting, even holding elections every five years does little to 
legitimate governing elites or to cohere political programmes for which they can 
be held to account. Traditional framings of foreign policy in terms of the national 
interest appear problematic and are often buttressed with claims of ethical or 
values- based foreign policy that seek to secure the interests of people elsewhere 
rather than collectively expressing the interests of their citizens. In the face of this 
crisis in, and transformation of, traditional ways of understanding and participat-
ing in politics it is of little surprise that the discussion of alternative democratic 
possibilities of post- territorial political community has taken centre stage.
 There is a growing consensus that expressing political community in territori-
ally bounded terms is inherently problematic because of its narrow, self- 
interested and divisive framework, in which radical democratic politics are 
sidelined. For many critics, territorial political allegiances are held to be the 
product of uncritical and unreflective understandings of the role of state- based 
political communities in interpellating subjects that are submissive and uncriti-
cal. As the theoretical engagement with the problems or the failure of territorial 
politics develops, increasingly contraposed to this hollowed out, exclusivist and 
hierarchical framework are the possibilities of being political and of doing and 
participating in politics, held to be opening up with global interconnectedness 
and new forms of media and communications. The traditional state arena, in 
which modern liberal democratic frameworks of political community first 
appeared, is now considered to be much less relevant and, in its stead, it seems 
that the possibilities of post- territorial political community are now about to be 
realised.
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 Critical theorists seemingly agree that post- territorial political community is 
the only possibility for the reconstruction of meaningful political practice in 
today’s globalised world. The possibilities of post- territorial politics became 
increasingly articulated in the 1990s, mainly by theorists who argued that liberal 
democratic politics could no longer be meaningful practiced within the confines 
of the nation state. Liberal cosmopolitan theorists, such as Mary Kaldor, David 
Held, Andrew Linklater, Richard Falk and Daniele Archibugi, argued for the 
need for a new cosmopolitan political order, based on the extension of political 
community beyond the nation state (for overview, see Held, this volume; and 
Archibugi et al. 1998). These theorists assert that democracy and political com-
munity can no longer be equated with the territorial limits of nation states: 
‘democracy must transcend the borders of single states and assert itself on a 
global level’ (Archibugi 2000: 144). Without this shift, cosmopolitans allege the 
dominant relations of power and inequality will be perpetuated. For Falk, 
Western states ‘do not even purport to represent the great majority of women 
and men on the planet. Moreover such states represent only the dominant class, 
gender, and race within their own territorial space’ (1995: 50). To meet the needs 
of cosmopolitan or global citizens, it is necessary to extend democracy beyond 
the nation state. As Linklater states:

Transcending state sovereignty which remains the constitutive principle of 
modern political life is understood as essential to promoting narratives of 
increasing cosmopolitanism. Expanding the realm of dialogic commitments 
is regarded as necessitating measures to reduce or eradicate the asymmetries 
of power and wealth which exist within sovereign states and in the global 
economic and political system.

(1998: 109; see also 192)

David Beetham argues that in a world of nation states ‘the demos that is demo-
cracy’s subject has come to be defined almost exclusively in national terms, and 
the scope of democratic rights has been limited to the bounds of the nation state’ 
(1999: 137). He suggests that in the same way that democracy was extended 
from the level of the town to that of the state in the eighteenth century it should, 
in the twenty- first century, be extended from the nation to humankind as a 
whole. Similarly, Jan Aart Scholte suggests that globalisation has generated the 
‘growth of cosmopolitan bonds, where people identify the demos in terms of 
humanity as a whole’ while conventional ‘mechanisms of democracy tend to 
define “the people” only in territorial- state-nation terms’ (2002: 290).
 The reason for this new and more expansive institutionalisation of democracy 
is held to be the impact of globalising processes, which have created a ‘demo-
cratic deficit’ at the national level. As Anthony McGrew notes:

. . . democratic thinkers, from J. S. Mill to Robert Dahl, have assumed a 
direct symmetry between the institutions of representative democracy and 
the political community which they serve . . . but this presumes a direct 
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correspondence between rulers and ruled, a correspondence which is dis-
rupted by the existence of global and regional networks of power.

(1997: 237)

For liberal cosmopolitans, the state- based international architecture has been 
undermined both from above and below: from above, it has been weakened by 
globalisation and the alleged transformation of capitalist social relations, which 
has challenged the ‘modern system of territorial rule’ (Ruggie 1993: 151), creat-
ing a much less rigid ‘spatial context in which power operates’ (Agnew 1999: 
501) weakening the consolidation of sovereign rule within fixed territorial 
boundaries (for a challenge to this argument, see Rosenberg 2000); from below, 
it has been politically challenged by new expressions of post- territorial political 
community, organising and communicating in post- territorialised global space; 
this new arising political subject was global civil society (Kaldor 1999; Baker 
2002; Keane 2003; Chandler 2004a; Baker and Chandler 2005).
 The 1990s was the high point for liberal cosmopolitanism as a radical critique of 
traditional territorially bound political community that suggested that we were wit-
nessing a progressive transformation of both domestic and international relations. 
There was an assumption that the forces of immanent cosmopolitan change would 
be able to challenge the reactionary, exclusivist and divisive domination of the 
international agenda by nation- states, creating a new cosmopolitical era. For many 
of these advocates, the war over Kosovo in 1999 was held to mark the birth of the 
new cosmopolitan order (Habermas 1999a), however for others the resort to milita-
rism – and the connection between humanitarianism and human rights and a war 
not sanctioned by the UN Security Council and fought in such as way as to mini-
mise Western casualties – signalled problems in the cosmopolitan agenda being 
used to legitimise the exercise of Western power and a new interventionist order 
(Booth 2001). However, it was 9/11 and the birth of the ‘Global War on Terror’ that 
saw a shift towards the critical affirmation of an immanent post- territorial 
community in opposition to the claims of a new cosmopolitan global order.
 The development of academic perspectives of post- territorial political com-
munity in opposition to those of liberal cosmopolitanism pre- dated 9/11 and was 
shaped by the development of anti- globalisation campaigns and environmental 
protests. A radical alternative vision of post- territorial community was formu-
lated by Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, first in Empire (2001, first published 
2000) and later in Multitude (2006). For Hardt and Negri, post- territorial polit-
ical community is derived from the shared desires of the ‘multitude’, the univer-
sal people united in democratic struggle against domination:

The virtuality of world space constitutes the first determination of the move-
ments of the multitude . . . [which] must achieve a global citizenship. The 
multitude’s resistance to bondage – the struggle against the slavery of 
belonging to a nation, an identity, and a people, and thus the desertion from 
sovereignty and the limits it places on subjectivity – is entirely positive.

(2001: 361–2)
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Since 2000, the radical critique of liberal cosmopolitan frameworks has been 
enhanced by the translations into English of Michel Foucault’s lectures at the 
Collège de France (2003; 2007; 2008) and the critical work of post- Foucaultian 
theorists such as Giorgio Agamben (for example, 1998; 2005). For these critics, 
the Westphalian or UN- based international order based on the sovereign equality 
of nation- states has been challenged both from above and below: above from the 
shifting needs of post- material or biopolitical processes of production (Hardt and 
Negri 2006; Virno 2004) cohered through the networked power of Empire 
(Hardt and Negri 2001); and below from the resistance to neoliberal biopolitical 
global governance, through the multitude.
 This chapter seeks to draw out the similarities in approach to post- territorial 
democratic political community, as expressed by both the 1990s liberal cosmo-
politans and the 2000s radical poststructuralists. First, that both approaches 
derive their strengths from their rejection of state- based political community 
rather than from their capacity to demonstrate the existence or strength of altern-
ative post- territorial political community. Second, that key to both approaches is 
the degradation of the modern liberal conception of the rights- bearing subject: 
once the connection between citizenship and democracy is broken then political 
community lacks any clear conceptual grounding. Third, the article seeks to 
highlight that discussions about post- territorial political community fail to recog-
nise that particular individuals or struggles appear to directly confront power – 
either in the form of elite advocacy or oppositional protest – precisely because 
the mediating links of political community are so attenuated.

More demos, less democracy
The debates around the constitution of post- territorial political community, in the 
1990s and 2000s, revolve around different understandings of the emergence of 
an immanent universalising political subject, capable of constituting a new 
demos and thereby overcoming exclusion and hierarchy in international rela-
tions. For the 1990s critics, this universalising power – which sought to under-
mine the power of state sovereignty and privilege the rights of cosmopolitan 
individuals – was often termed global civil society. This universal was grounded 
in a view of an emerging cosmopolitan, universalist or global consciousness in 
the wake of the ending of the Cold War (for example, Shaw 1994). The discourse 
of universal human rights challenged the prerogatives of state sovereignty; there-
fore it was assumed that states were not capable of originating and bearing this 
discourse. The leading agents of cosmopolitan political approaches were 
assumed to be non- state actors, primarily NGOs, often described as ‘norm entre-
preneurs’ (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). The rise of this universalist discourse 
was often understood in a social constructivist framework, based on the ‘power 
of ideas’ and the importance of global information networks (Risse et al. 1999). 
For liberal cosmopolitans, such as Kaldor, since the end of the Cold War, we 
have been witnessing a fundamental political struggle between global civil 
society and state- based approaches (Kaldor 2003; 2007).



134  D. Chandler

 For the 1990s critics, the universal discourse was driven by progressive 
agency ‘from below’ and therefore was a challenge to power. In our more disil-
lusioned 2000s, particularly since 9/11, there has arisen an alternative critical 
reading of the discourse of cosmopolitan universality and the nature of post- 
territorial political community. Often a starting point for these critics is the work 
of German legal theorist Carl Schmitt, who, writing in the mid twentieth century, 
was highly critical of US claims to uphold universal cosmopolitan rights in 
opposition to what he saw as the European view of international law that privi-
leged sovereign rights (see Schmitt 2003). Schmitt claimed famously that 
‘whoever invokes humanity wants to cheat’ (Schmitt 1996: 54). Rather than a 
new progressive liberal universal subject arising from below, critical theorists in 
the 2000s saw the dangers of the liberal discourse as one which uncritically 
legitimated new totalising mechanisms of sovereign powers of intervention and 
regulation from above.
 In a direct challenge to the advocates of liberal cosmopolitan approaches, 
these critical approaches have been primarily constructed within poststructuralist 
frameworks, suggesting that a new universal subject may be emerging from 
below but in opposition to the cosmopolitan discourse of power promoted by the 
liberal advocates of the 1990s. In the recent work of Mark Duffield (2007) Vivi-
enne Jabri (2007a) and Costas Douzinas (2007) this framework is melded with 
post- Foucaultian Agambenite readings of cosmopolitan rights as an exclusionary 
and hierarchical exercise of biopower and the constitution of an alternative polit-
ical community in the struggle against the universalising power of biopolitical 
global governance.
 In this framework, new global governmental practices are highlighted that are 
legitimised through the privileging of declarations of the rights of the human 
over and above the formal rights framework of sovereignty and non- intervention. 
For Duffield, the focus on cosmopolitan human rights, expressed in the 
discourses of state failure and the merging of security and development, creates 
a biopolitical blank cheque to override the formal rights of sovereignty on the 
basis of the needs of securing the human. For Jabri, the recasting of military 
intervention in terms of the human undermines the state- based order and the line 
between domestic and global politics constituting a new global biopolitical 
order. For Douzinas, human rights discourses undermine territorial forms of 
sovereignty but enable the emergence of a new ‘super- sovereign’ of global 
hegemonic power.
 Here, the universalism of liberal cosmopolitan theorists is ‘stood on its 
head’ to argue that it is the universalising interests of power, understood in 
vague terms of biopolitical, neoliberal, global governance, rather than the gen-
uinely cosmopolitan ethics of empowerment, which drives the discursive prac-
tices of regimes of regulation and intervention in the international sphere. As 
the 1990s liberal discourse has been challenged by the 2000s poststructuralist 
discourse, we seem to be caught up in a contestation over which academics 
have the most progressive or radical understandings: of hierarchies of power – 
as a product of ‘statist’ exercises of national self- interest or as a product of 
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new global governmentalities; and of post- territorial political community – as a 
response and opposition to these hierarchies, either in the form of global civil 
society or multitude.
 However, it is not clear whether the contestation – in terms of the ontological 
framings of the relations and dynamics of power or of alternative political subjects 
of post- territorial political community – reflects much more than the starting posi-
tions of the critical academic theorists concerned. It seems that the radical differ-
ences between those who claim to espouse and those who claim to critique global 
liberal ontologies – and thereby read post- territorial community in liberal or post-
structuralist framings – are derived less from empirical investigations than from 
their own normative aspirations. For cosmopolitan theorists, their normative aspira-
tions for a more ethical and engaged foreign policy agenda were given added legiti-
macy through linking their demands with those of activist NGOs and assertions of 
global civil society’s immanent existence. As Kaldor asserts, the concept of global 
or transnational civil society is used on the one hand as an analytical device, but on 
the other hand, it is also used to express ‘a political project’ (1999: 195).
 Similarly, for poststructuralist critics, the struggle against ‘empire’ is alleged to 
be more than mere philosophical idealism precisely because it is founded upon the 
immanent existence of the ‘multitude’. Just as with the concept of global civil 
society, Hardt and Negri’s multitude is partly framed as an abstract heuristic device 
(2006: 221). But more importantly it is also a normative project: ‘The multitude 
needs a political project to bring it into existence’ (2006: 212). As they state: ‘The 
proletariat is not what it used to be’ (2001: 53). Their, task, therefore, is to discover 
a new form of global democratic agency. They describe this mixture of academic 
investigation and normative aspiration as illustrating that multitude ‘has a strange 
double temporality: always- already and not- yet’ (2006: 222). It appears that the 
new post- territorial political communities, held to be coming into existence, con-
flate empirical and normative aspirations in the critique of the perceived hierarchies 
of power: either being seen as constituted against the narrow state- interests domi-
nating international politics or against the biopolitics of global ‘empire’.
 At the level of discursive analysis (as we shall see) the choice between these 
two approaches can easily appear to be a purely subjective one. Neither one 
appears to satisfactorily ground the existence of a new emerging universal 
subject capable of constituting post- territorial political community – as the agent 
of cosmopolitical regimes or of post- cosmopolitical resistance to these regimes. 
In both, the democratic subject – that is alleged to demonstrate both the lack and 
the presence of post- territorial political community – is grounded in a way that 
confuses normative political critique with empirical analysis. Both approaches 
suggest that traditional territorial political communities have been fundamentally 
undermined by the changing nature of social relations – by globalisation or by 
biopolitical production processes. These changing social relations are held to 
have undermined territorial political community through the deconstruction of 
the unitary assumptions involved in modern liberal democratic political theory. 
However, they have been much less successful in demonstrating that new post- 
territorial forms of political community have been constructed in their stead.
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 What is clear is that, in the name of post- territorial political community, 
liberal and radical critics have sought to represent the crisis of legitimacy of 
representative political bodies as a product of political contestation emerging 
from post- territorial democratic agency. In these frameworks of understanding 
global politics, the shift towards post- territorial community is seen as indicative 
of new lines of political struggle that have replaced those of the territorialised 
framework of Left and Right. For liberal and critical theorists, this is the strug-
gle for cosmopolitan and human rights and for emancipation against the sover-
eign power of states. For poststructuralist theorists, this is seen as the struggle 
for autonomy and difference against the universalising war waged ‘over ways 
of life itself ’ by neoliberal biopolitical governance (Reid 2006). However, these 
struggles remain imminent ones, in which global political social forces of 
progress are intimated but are yet to fully develop. There is a problem of the 
social agency, the collective political subject, which can give democratic 
content to the theorising of global struggle articulated by academic theorists. It 
seems that neither liberal nor poststructuralist theorists are able to envisage the 
possibility that we could live in a world where politics appears to have become 
deterritorialised, not as a result of the expanded nature of collective political 
engagement, but precisely because of the absence of political struggle (see 
further Chandler 2009).

Political community without political subjects
Neither the liberal nor the poststructuralist visions of post- territorial community 
contain modern liberal rights- bearing subjects. For neither is there a universalis-
ing sphere of legal or political equality constituted by autonomous rights- bearing 
subjects. The liberal cosmopolitical critique of liberal democratic frameworks of 
political community is precisely that they are not able to empower and protect 
minorities and the marginal or excluded and that, therefore, there needs to be an 
external level of regulatory rights enforcement of cosmopolitan rights. As Falk 
argues:

It is now evident that democracy, at least as constituted in liberal democratic 
societies, is not by itself a sufficient precondition for a peaceful and just 
world. Democracy as an operative political form seems quite compatible 
with certain types of militarism and racism, perhaps resting in turn on patri-
archal practices and hidden assumptions.

(1995: 24)

The cosmopolitan project seeks to legitimise liberal policy- frameworks without 
engaging with the electorate, increasingly seen to be too ‘egoistic’ or ‘apathetic’ 
and distanced from liberal policy elites, and, under ‘reflexive modernity’, lacking 
commonality (for example, Beck 1998). The challenge to the liberal democratic 
rights framework is based on the belief that progressive ends – such as the pro-
tection of human rights, international peace or sustainable development – would 
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be more easily achieved without the institutional constraints of democratic 
accountability. In Falk’s words, the problem is: ‘the reluctance of national 
citizenries for emotive and self- interested reasons to endorse globalizing initia-
tives’ (1995: 216).
 The cosmopolitan, or post- territorial, democratic subject is defined through 
being freed from any political framework that institutionalises liberal democratic 
norms of formal accountability. The bearer of human rights or rights of global 
citizenship, by definition, has no fixed territorial identity and thereby no place 
within any institutionalised framework of legal and political equality from which 
to hold policy actors to formal account. Because they are freed from any such 
framework, the ‘rights’ of the cosmopolitan citizen are dependent on the advo-
cacy of an external agency. By default, the cosmopolitan subject becomes con-
crete only through ‘representation’ on a particular issue through the agency of 
global civil society advocates who also have an existence ‘free’ from the institu-
tionalised political framework of the nation- state.
 Without the institutionalisation of mechanisms of accountability, global civil 
society claims to ‘represent the people’ remain unsubstantiated (Edwards 1999: 
180). Whereas the claim for representation is inevitably contested, global civil 
society actors and movements often assert that the crucial role they perform is 
that of ‘articulation’ of the needs of global citizens. Because the global citizen 
cannot directly hold policy- makers to account, the role of global civil society 
interlocutors becomes central to give content to claims of democracy without 
formal representation. Kaldor, for example, argues that ‘the role of NGOs is not 
to be representative but to raise awareness’, adding that the ‘appeal is to moral 
conscience’ not to political majorities (2001). Johan Galtung, similarly, gives 
support to this form of ‘empowerment’, which he terms ‘democracy by articula-
tion, not by representation’ (2000: 155).
 Cosmopolitan frameworks inverse the grounding liberal relationship between 
rights and their subjects in their construction of rights independently of their 
subjects (see Chandler 2003). These rights are fictitious – in the same way as 
animal rights or the rights of the environment or of future generations would be 
– because there is a separation between the subjects of these rights and the polit-
ical or social agency giving content to them. The proposed framework of cosmo-
politan regulation is based on the fictitious rights of the ‘global citizen’ or of the 
‘human’ not the expression of rights through the formal democratic framework 
of political and legal equality of citizen- subjects. This framework recognises 
neither the democratic rights of citizens nor the collective expression of these 
rights in state sovereignty. It is important to stress the qualitative difference 
between the liberal- democratic approach, which derives rights from self- 
governing human subjects, and the cosmopolitan approach of claiming rights on 
the behalf of others, who can only be constituted as non- subjects (see further, 
Chandler 2002: 103–5).
 In reinterpreting ‘rights’ as moral or discursive claims, a contradiction 
appears between the enforcement and guarantee of cosmopolitan rights and 
the formal equality of the liberal democratic legal and political framework. 
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Within the normative framework of cosmopolitan theory, vital areas of formal 
accountability, at both the domestic and international level, are questioned 
while new and increasingly ad hoc frameworks of decision- making are seen 
to be positive and ‘emancipatory’. First, the formal right of sovereign equality 
under international law would be a conditional or residual right under the 
cosmopolitan framework. As Held notes: ‘sovereignty per se is no longer a 
straightforward guarantee of international legitimacy’ (2000: 24). Archibugi 
argues that it is a matter of urgency that ‘democratic procedures should 
somehow be assessed by external agents’ (1998: 210) effectively transferring 
sovereign power elsewhere. In this framing, states that failed these external 
assessments of their legitimacy would no longer have equal standing or full 
sovereign rights and could be legitimately acted against in the international 
arena.
 More fundamentally, the domestic rights of citizens to democratic self- 
government would be removed. Cosmopolitans assert that, despite adherence to 
all internationally accepted formal democratic procedures, a state’s government 
may not be truly democratic. In the cosmopolitan framework the formal demos 
is no longer necessarily the final arbiter of democratic outcomes because:

. . . the choices of a people, even when made democratically, might be biased 
by self- interest. It may, for example, be in the interests of the French public 
to obtain cheap nuclear energy if they manage to dispose of radioactive 
waste in a Pacific isle under their control, but this will obviously be against 
the interests of the public living there.

(Archibugi 1998: 211)

For cosmopolitan theorists the ethical ends for which they advocate are privi-
leged above the sphere of democracy. As Linklater argues, this means a ‘break 
with the supposition that national populations have the sovereign right to with-
hold their consent’ if cosmopolitan demands ‘clash with their conception of 
national interests’ (1998: 192). In this framework, a small minority may be more 
‘democratic’ than a large majority, if they have an outlook attuned to cosmopol-
itan aspirations. Kaldor draws out the implications of the argument when she 
suggests that the international community should not necessarily consult elected 
local representatives but seek ‘to identify local advocates of cosmopolitanism’ 
where there are ‘islands of civility’ (1999: 120). Just as states cannot be equally 
trusted with cosmopolitan rights, neither can people. Instead of the ‘limited’ but 
fixed and formally equal demos of the nation- state, there is a highly selective 
‘demos’ identified by international institutions guided by the cosmopolitan 
impulse.
 The biopolitical critique of the discourse of cosmopolitan rights is that rather 
than a mechanism of empowerment it is an exercise of power. So far, so good. 
But, rather than critique cosmopolitan rights for the fictional nature of the rights 
claimed, many of these poststructuralist critics, reading Foucault through 
Agamben, wish to portray all rights constructions – whether posed in terms of 
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the territorialised ‘citizen’ or the deterritorialised ‘human’ – as equally oppres-
sive and hierarchical. The poststructuralist critique, in fact, reflects a very 
similar view of citizen rights as the liberal cosmopolitan vision: expressing a 
similar aspiration to evade the problematic question of political representation 
and the formal constitution of political community. For cosmopolitan human 
rights advocates, there is no distinct difference between global, deterritorialised, 
human rights and territorial, sovereignty- bounded, democratic and civil rights. 
All rights claims are seen to be equally empowering and able to tame power in 
the name of ethics and equality. Here, the extension of cosmopolitan frame-
works of global governance is read to be the extension of the realm of freedom 
and a restriction on state sovereign power. For many poststructuralist critics, 
the response is to argue that the liberal discourse reveals the truth in its blurring 
of rights claims: the hidden relationship between democracy and dictatorship; 
law as ad hoc and arbitrary power is therefore the inner truth of the appearance 
that law is a reflection of the autonomy and agency of legally constituted sub-
jects (Agamben 1998: 10).
 For the critics of cosmopolitan rights regimes, the extension of a discourse of 
rights and law merely enhances the power of liberal governance. Indeed, Giorgio 
Agamben has captured well the ethico- juridical blurring of human rights regimes 
as a ‘state of exception’, by which he means not a dictatorship but a hollowing 
out or emptying of the content of law:

. . . the state of exception has today reached its maximum worldwide deploy-
ment. The normative aspect of law can thus be obliterated and contradicted 
with impunity by a governmental violence that – while ignoring interna-
tional law externally and producing a permanent state of exception inter-
nally – nevertheless still claims to be applying the law.

(2005: 87)

Cosmopolitan claims do, in fact, advocate for a ‘permanent state of exception’. 
However, in reading the state of exception as the essential nature of the sover-
eign state and law, Agamben argues that the lesson is that progressive politics 
can never operate within the modern state form: ‘Politics has suffered a lasting 
eclipse because it has been contaminated by law, seeing itself, at best, as constit-
uent power (that is violence that makes law), when it is not reduced to merely 
the power to negotiate with the law’ (2005: 88). In his earlier work, Homo Sacer, 
he argued:

It is almost as if . . . every decisive political event were double- sided: the 
spaces, the liberties, and the rights won by individuals in their conflicts with 
central powers always simultaneously prepared a tacit but increasing 
inscription of the individual’s lives within the state order, thus offering a 
new and more dreadful foundation for the very sovereign power from which 
they wanted to liberate themselves.

(1998: 121)
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For both the liberal cosmopolitan advocates of human rights and these radical 
poststructuralist critics, there is no specific understanding of the problem of 
cosmopolitan rights as based on non- socially constituted legal subjects (Lewis 
1998). For both liberal cosmopolitan theorists and poststructuralists, rights 
regimes are understood to be constituted independently of and prior to the rights 
subjects. For cosmopolitan advocates, it is precisely because the poor and 
excluded cannot autonomously enforce their rights that an external agency needs 
to step in to empower them and constitute them as rights holders. For many post-
structuralists, rights are also constituted independently and prior to their sub-
jects: it is the declaration of rights that constitutes the subject; rights therefore 
are understood as preceding and interpolating their subject (Douzinas 2007: 92). 
Douzinas therefore stresses the darker side of rights: ‘the inexorable rise of reg-
istration, classification and control of individuals and populations’ (2007: 129). 
Poststructuralist critics tend to exaggerate the cosmopolitan claim that rights are 
independent from subjects in order to view all rights claims as fictions and all 
rights- subjects as non- subjects (Agamben’s ‘bare life’).
 For these radical poststructuralists, the ambiguity of cosmopolitan frameworks 
of political community – which can only empower those who decide on the content 
and ad hoc implementation – are read to be, not an attack on modern liberal demo-
cratic frameworks of rights and law, but instead essentialised as the key to under-
standing the modern state as a biopolitical power. These radical critics critique the 
claims of the liberal cosmopolitans by essentialising them as modern liberal rights 
claims per se. This one- sided understanding of rights, through breaking their con-
nection to rights- subjects, produces in an exaggerated form the cosmopolitan cri-
tique of the political sphere of representation. For liberal advocates of cosmopolitan 
rights, representational claims are problematic because they may undermine rights 
protections and therefore regulatory power needs to exist above the nation- state; for 
many poststructuralists, any participation in the political sphere of the territorial 
state is inherently disempowering, necessitating a ‘flight from sovereignty’ and the 
formal sphere of representation (Hardt and Negri 2006: 341).
 The flight from the sphere of the democratic rights- bearing subject of liberal 
modernity, in both cosmopolitan and poststructuralist frameworks, is crucial to 
enable the move to post- territorial constructions of political community. For 
modern liberal political theory, it was the rights framework that reflected and 
institutionalised the existence of a political community of equal rights- bearing 
subjects. The liberal political ontology has the autonomous rights- bearing indi-
vidual as the foundational subject of legal and political spheres of formal equal-
ity. The rule of law and the legitimacy of government were derived from the 
consent and accountability of rights- holding citizens.
 In the frameworks of cosmopolitan and biopolitical theorists of post- territorial 
political community, political community is no longer constituted on the basis of 
a rights framework of autonomous subjects. Formal frameworks of politics and 
law are held to be independent of the political subject (which is reinterpreted as 
the object of administration and regulation rather than as a rights subject). For 
liberal cosmopolitans, the existence of rights (law) prior to and independently of 
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political subjects is held to legitimise regimes of international intervention and 
regulation, while for many poststructuralists the autonomy of law is read as the 
autonomy of power to interpellate and create the ruled subject. In both frame-
works, by theoretical construction, there is no longer a distinction between the 
citizen and the non- citizen as rights claims are merely a reflection of the claims 
of rule made by (benign or oppressive) power.
 Once the construction of political community is freed from political and legal 
frameworks of liberal democratic rights, both cosmopolitan and post- structural 
approaches are free to establish the existence of democratic political community 
at the global level, as a post- territorial construction. The only problem with this 
construction is the question of how political community can be constituted 
without the rights and duties of citizenship. The approaches to this problem will 
be briefly addressed below.

Individuals and the ‘community’
In modern liberal theorising, it is the rights and duties of citizenship that consti-
tute the shared bonds of democratic political community. The political sphere is 
clearly distinct as the public sphere of law and politics from the private sphere of 
particularist identities, hobbies and interests. Political community is therefore 
distinct from the bonds of family, friendship or groupings of special interests. 
What makes political community distinct is its public nature, which forces 
people to engage with others, whom they do not necessarily know or agree with 
in order to contest representational alternatives. It seems clear that the attenua-
tion of political contestation, of the struggle between Left and Right, has meant 
that political community has less meaning for many of us than other (non- 
political) communities with which we may participate or identify.
 The advocates of post- territorial political community dismiss the bonds of 
citizenship, constituted by modern liberal rights frameworks; this means that 
the bonds that constitute post- territorial community are much more difficult to 
locate. For cosmopolitan theorist, John Keane, global civil society, constituted 
by networked actors, constitutes a form of political community, albeit a 
‘paradoxical’ one:

It refers to a vast, sprawling non- governmental constellation of many insti-
tutionalised structures, associations and networks within which individual 
and group actors are interrelated and functionally interdependent. As a 
society of societies, it is ‘bigger’ and ‘weightier’ than any individual actor 
or organisation or combined sum of its thousands of constituent parts – most 
of whom, paradoxically, neither ‘know’ each other nor have any chance of 
ever meeting each other face- to-face.

(2003: 11)

The idealised view of global civil society relies on claims about the communica-
tive interaction of global civic actors that have little connection to reality. 
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Similarly, William Connolly has to go through some contortions to substantiate 
his claim that ‘network pluralism sustains a thick political culture’, as he adds by 
way of parenthesis:

. . . but this is a thickness in which the centre devolves into multiple lines of 
connection across numerous dimensions of difference . . . such as ethnicity, 
religion, language, gender practice and sexuality. These lines of flow slice 
through the centre as diverse constituencies connect to one another, pulling 
it from concentric pluralism toward a network pattern of multidimensional 
connections.

(2001: 352)

The line between a complete lack of social or political interconnection and 
having a ‘thick political culture’ seems to be in the eye of the beholder. It is 
important to highlight the abstract and socially disengaged nature of the post- 
territorial project. Advocates of global civil society, such as Kaldor, are keen to 
assert that global civil society is actively engaged in debating global issues, but 
they are much less specific when it comes to detailing the concrete nature of 
these ‘debates’: the content or ideas generated; if a record was kept; or if the 
debate had any consequences. It appears that, in making these assertions of com-
municative debates, these advocates repeatedly use the concept of ‘public/global/
ethical debate’ in an intellectually dishonest way. The dictionary definition of 
‘debate’ is a formal form of argument in which parties attempt to persuade an 
audience of their position and there are rules enabling people to discuss and 
decide on differences. Public debate inside or across national boundaries is, of 
course, a positive exercise but this does not mean that there is any form of public 
debate in deterritorialised ‘global space’. Debate is a purposive human activity: 
websites do not talk to themselves – or personal blogs – just as diaries that we 
keep under our beds do not communicate with each other.
 The question of democratic engagement and interconnection between the 
multitude of networked actors constituting the alternative framework for post- 
territorial political community is a problematic one, which reveals the lack of 
mediation between the particular and the ostensible political ‘community’ or the 
‘many’. This lack of mediation is highlighted in Hardt and Negri’s description of 
the multitude as neither one nor many. They assert that the multitude ‘violates 
all such numerical distinctions. It is both one and many’, thereby allegedly 
threatening all the principles of order (2006: 139). In fact, it is the lack of social 
or political connection between the various struggles, from those of Los Angeles 
rioters to Chiapas rebels, which defines the multitude. This lack of connection is 
described by Hardt and Negri as ‘incommunicability’: ‘This paradox of incom-
municability makes it extremely difficult to grasp and express the new power 
posed by the struggles that have emerged’ (2001: 54).
 However, the more isolated and marginal these struggles are then the more 
transgressive and ‘global’ they become, in their ‘direct’ challenge to ‘power’ or 
‘empire’. For example, the Los Angeles rioters are held to challenge racial and 
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hierarchical forms of ‘post- Fordist’ social control, or the Chiapas rebels are seen 
as challenging the regional construction of world markets. The key assertion is 
that: ‘Perhaps precisely because all these struggles are incommunicable and thus 
blocked from travelling horizontally in the form of a cycle, they are forced 
instead to leap vertically and touch immediately on the global level’ (2001: 56). 
These struggles are immediately global because of their lack of inter- connection 
in the same way that they are ‘deterritorialised’ because they lack the capacity to 
strategically or instrumentally challenge power. It is their lack of social or 
political connection that makes these struggles non- territorial or ‘global’.
 The multitude no more constitutes a political community than liberal cosmo-
politan constructions of global civil society (Chandler 2004b; 2007). In both 
frameworks, there is no mediation between the particular, at the level of the indi-
vidual or the particular struggle, and any collective democratic political subject. 
Post- territorial political community is therefore constructed precisely on the 
basis of prioritising an abstract universal, which preserves the individual and the 
particular. Any declaration of ‘community’ can only be a highly abstract one. As 
Jabri argues, in expressing the post- territorial alternative of ‘political cosmopoli-
tanism’: the alternative is ‘a conception of solidarity without community’; one 
which does not assume any shared vision or views and, in fact, seeks to decon-
struct universal perspectives as merely the project of hegemony (2007b: 728).
 It is not clear what the theorists of post- territorial political community – 
whether in its liberal cosmopolitan or post- liberal post- cosmopolitan forms – 
have to offer in terms of any convincing thesis that new forms of political 
community are in the process of emerging. Political community necessarily takes 
a territorial form at the level of the organisation for political representation on 
the basis of the nation- state (in a world without a world government) but has a 
post- or non- territorial content at the level of ideological and political affiliation, 
which has meant that support and solidarity could be offered for numerous strug-
gles taking place on an international level (given formal frameworks in the nine-
teenth and twentieth century internationals of anarchists, workers, women and 
nationalists) (see, for example, Colas 2002).
 For the content of territorial political community to be meaningful does not 
mean that democratic politics can be confined to territorial boundaries: the 
contestation of ideologies, ideas and practices has never been a purely national 
endeavour. However, without a formal focal point of accountability – of govern-
ment – there can be no political community; no framework binding and subordina-
ting individuals as political subjects. The critique of territorial political community 
and assertion of the imminent birth of post- territorial political community, in fact, 
seeks to evade the problem of the implosion of political community in terms of 
collective engagement in social change. The attenuation of democratic politics and 
with it the implosion of bonds of political community is thereby over- politicised by 
both 1990s liberals and 2000s radicals.
 With the attenuation of popular engagement in political struggles, any con-
ception of a clear or fixed demos disappears, political power seems to be much 
more intangible and political conflicts much more free- floating and ephemeral. It 
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is the lack of clear and meaningful political contestation that reduces any distinc-
tion between the political and the everyday, dissolving the political into the 
social. As the political sphere dissolves so does any conception of a fixed demos 
giving rise to the discussion of the meaning of post- territorial politics. Hardt and 
Negri highlight this when they counter- pose post- territorial, networked, struggles 
of the multitude to territorial struggles, revealing that: ‘Many of these [territorial] 
movements, especially when they are defeated, begin to transform and take on 
[post- territorial] network characteristics’ (2006: 83).
 To take a concrete example, it was the defeat of the Zapatistas that freed them 
to take up life as a virtual internet struggle. It was political defeat and marginali-
sation that meant they could take up an even more radical challenge than con-
fronting the Mexican government, that of the postmodern subject, attempting to 
‘change the world without taking power’ (2006: 85). The failure of modernist 
political projects based on the collective subject is clear; as Hardt and Negri 
observe: ‘The people is missing’ (2006: 191). But unlike Paolo Virno’s theoris-
ing of the multitude (2004) as reflecting merely the crisis of the state form in 
terms of the plurality and incommensurabilty of political experiences – i.e. the 
lack of political community – Hardt and Negri seek to see the multitude as the 
constitutive agent of the postmodern and post- territorial political world.
 Many authors have understood the rejection of territorial politics as the rejec-
tion of the ontological privileging of state power, articulated in particularly 
radical terms by Hardt and Negri as ‘a flight, an exodus from sovereignty’ (2006: 
341). Fewer have understood that this implies the rejection of political engage-
ment itself. Politics without the goal of power would be purely performative or 
an expression of individual opinions, in which case, democratic engagement 
could have no meaning. Politics has been considered important because com-
munity was constituted not through the private sphere but through the public 
sphere in which shared interests and perspectives were generated through 
engagement and debate with the goal of building and creating collective expres-
sions of interests. Without the goal of power, i.e. the capacity to shape decision- 
making, political engagement would be a personal private expression rather than 
a public democratic one. There would be no need to attempt to convince another 
person in an argument or to persuade someone why one policy was better than 
another. In fact, in rejecting territorial politics it is not power or the state which 
is problematised – power will still exist and states are still seen as important 
actors even in post- territorial frameworks.
 The essential target of these critical theorists of post- territorial community is 
democratic political engagement with fellow citizens, i.e. the necessity to legiti-
mise one’s views and aspirations through the struggle for representation. As Falk 
describes:

. . . transnational solidarities, whether between women, lawyers, environmen-
talists, human rights activists, or other varieties of ‘citizen pilgrim’ associ-
ated with globalisation from below . . . [have] already transferred their 
loyalties to the invisible political community of their hopes and dreams, one 
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which could exist in future time but is nowhere currently embodied in the 
life- world of the planet.

(1995: 212)

The interconnectedness which is celebrated is, in fact, the flip- side of a lack of 
connection domestically: ‘Air travel and the Internet create new horizontal com-
munities of people, who perhaps have more in common, than with those who 
live close by’ (Kaldor 2003: 111–12). What these ‘citizen pilgrims’ have in 
common is their isolation from and rejection of their own political communities. 
The transfer of loyalties to an ‘invisible political community’ is merely a radical 
re- representation of their rejection of real and visible political communities – the 
electorate.
 For both liberal and radical views of post- territorial political community, 
democratic political contestation is unnecessary. Political views are considered 
self- legitimating without the need to engage in politics – i.e. bypassing society 
or the masses – and directly expressing the claims to power in radical protests at 
world summits or in the power of NGO lobbying. This evasion of society, this 
retreat from political community, is expressed in radical terms as the fundamen-
tal ‘right to difference’ (Hardt and Negri 2006: 340) or ‘freedom from a singular 
Universal Ethic’ (Keane 2003: 196). Radical approaches became ‘globalised’ at 
the same time as their political horizons became more and more parochial and 
limited and they drew back from seeking to engage instrumentally or strategi-
cally with the external world. For Alberto Melucci, these new social movements 
existed outside of the traditional civil society- state nexus, submerged in every-
day life. Without reference to a political community, Melucci argues traditional 
measurements of efficacy or success miss the point: ‘This is because conflict 
takes place principally on symbolic ground . . . The mere existence of a symbolic 
challenge is in itself a method of unmasking the dominant codes, a different way 
of perceiving and naming the world’ (1988: 248). This, in Melucci’s words is 
the ‘democracy of everyday life’, where legitimacy and recognition stem from 
‘mere existence’ rather than the power of argument or representation (1988: 
259). Rather than the struggle for representation, the post- territorial struggle of 
‘globalisation from below’ is framed as one of autonomy and held to be self- 
constituting.
 The radical self- constitution of the political subject avoids the mediating link 
of the democratic political process. Political legitimacy is no longer derived from 
the political process of building support in society but rather from recognition 
and acceptance of social isolation. This is a logical consequence of the New 
Left’s rejection of any legitimate collective political subject. As Laclau and 
Mouffe assert in their summation of the essence of ‘radical democracy’:

Pluralism is radical only to the extent that each term of this plurality of 
identities finds within itself the principle of its own validity . . . And this 
radical pluralism is democratic to the extent that the autoconstitutivity of 
each one of its terms is the result of displacements of the egalitarian 
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imaginary. Hence, the project for a radical and plural democracy, in a 
primary sense, is nothing other than the struggle for a maximum autonomi-
zation of spheres on the basis of the generalization of the equivalential- 
egalitarian logic.

(2001: 167)

The claim is not for equality but for autonomy; for recognition on the basis of 
self- constituted difference rather than collective or shared support. The focus 
upon the marginal and the subaltern appears to provide a radical critique of 
power but, without a transformative alternative, can easily become a critique of 
modern mass society. Here, the critique of ‘power’ or ‘the state’ becomes, in 
fact, a critique of democratic political engagement. Political community is only 
constituted on the basis of the potential to agree on the basis of shared, collect-
ive, interests. The refusal to subordinate difference to unity is merely another 
expression for the rejection of democratic political engagement. Political com-
munity cannot be constituted on the basis of post- territorial politics in which 
there is no central authority and no subordination to any agreed programme. For 
Hardt and Negri: ‘The multitude is an irreducible multiplicity; the singular social 
differences that constitute the multitude must always be expressed and can never 
be flattened into sameness, unity, identity, or indifference’ (2006: 105).
 Beyond the territorial boundaries of the nation- state, it is precisely the 
missing essence of political community (the formal political sphere of sover-
eignty and citizenship) that becomes constitutive of post- territorial political com-
munity. Without the need to worry about the constitutive relationship between 
government (sovereign) and citizen, political community becomes entirely abs-
tract. There is no longer any need to formulate or win adherence to a political 
programme and to attempt to challenge or overcome individual sectional or 
parochial interests. Engagement between individuals no longer has to take a 
democratic political form: all that is left is networked communication. For Hardt 
and Negri: ‘The common does not refer to traditional notions of either the com-
munity or the public; it is based on the communication among singularities’ 
(2006: 204). While communication is important there is little point in communi-
cation without purpose; what the multitude lacks is precisely this subjective 
purpose that could bind them and constitute a democratic political community.
 In the absence of popular engagement in politics it could be argued that Jean 
Baudrillard’s warning, In the Shadow of the Silent Majorities (1983), of the 
simulacrum of the contestation over political power, is being fully realised:

[Out of the disengagement of the masses] some would like to make a new 
source of revolutionary energy . . . They would like to give it meaning and to 
reinstate it in its very banality, as historical negativity . . . Final somersault 
of the intellectuals to exalt insignificance, to promote non- sense into the 
order of sense. Banality, inertia, apoliticism used to be fascist; they are now 
in the process of becoming revolutionary – without changing meaning . . .

(1983: 40)
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The demise of political community reflecting the attenuation of political con-
testation has been reinterpreted by theorists of post- territorial community in 
ways which over- politicise the attenuation of political contestation and col-
lective engagement by constructing abstract forms of democratic community, 
alleged to articulate and to legitimise particular theorists’ own normative 
beliefs (whether liberal or poststructuralist). This is done through, first, 
dismissing the idea of democratic politics as subordinated to the goal of rep-
resentation, necessitating the engagement of formal equal rights- bearing 
citizens and thus blurring the meaning of democracy. Then, second, 
dismissing the idea of political community as one constructed on the basis of 
engagement in a common political project, thus collapsing the political into 
the social, as the conception of community becomes separated from any 
conception of a demos.
 Cosmopolitan theorists remove the distinction between the citizen and the 
non- citizen to constitute a political engagement based on the inequalities of 
advocacy. However, many poststructuralists argue that even engagement at the 
level of advocacy is oppressive and that awareness of the Other is all that polit-
ical engagement can constitute without creating new frameworks of domina-
tion. Duffield, for example, suggests that the only alternative to the hierarchies 
of liberal advocacy is to assert that we are all victims of governmentalism: ‘we 
are all governed and therefore in solidarity’ (2007: 232). Apparently we should 
focus on what we share with postcolonial societies, not offering the hierarchical 
‘solidarity’ of development or political autonomy but instead the solidarity of 
learning from the poor and being marginalised as equals; once humbled: 
‘through a practical politics based on the solidarity of the governed we can 
aspire to opening ourselves to the spontaneity of unpredictable encounters’ 
(2007: 234).
 Jabri argues that we need a new cosmopolitanism, but one that reflectively 
recognises that ‘any discourses that view their worth in universal terms, are but 
expressions of “forces of domination” based upon explicit principles of exclu-
sion’ (2007a: 177). Instead, the ‘politics of peace’ [emphasis in original] empha-
sises solidarity that: ‘makes no claim to universality, nor is it teleological in 
outlook . . . Rather, the politics of peace expresses local and often rather invisible 
acts, expressions of solidarity that are neither hierarchically defined nor sugges-
tive of any claim to universality’ (2007a: 177).
 For Douzinas, political opposition has to take the form of a ‘cosmopolitanism 
to come’ of individualised protest:

Dissatisfaction [–] with nation, state, the international [–] comes from a 
bond between singularities. What binds me to an Iraqi or a Palestinian is not 
membership of humanity, citizenship of the world or of a community but a 
protest against citizenship, against nationality and thick community. This 
bond cannot be contained in traditional concepts of community and cosmos 
or of polis and state. What binds my world to that of others is our absolute 
singularity and total responsibility beyond citizen and human, beyond 
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national and international. The cosmos to come is the world of each unique 
one, of whoever or anyone; the polis, the infinite number of encounters of 
singularities.

(2007: 295)

Poststructuralist constructions of post- territorial political community often 
celebrate the atomisation and dislocation of the individual with the implosion of 
political community. But what connects atomised individuals is merely the lack 
of political community. The cosmopolitanism ‘to come’ looks rather like the 
world we are already living in. Post- territorial political community is the world 
that exists but radically reinterpreted; this is why global civil society is both a 
descriptive and normative concept and why multitude ‘has a strange double 
temporality: always- already and not- yet’ (Hardt and Negri 2006: 222). As 
Baudrillard presciently noted, once the political subject – the people – is disen-
gaged from politics, the vacuum left can be reinterpreted by radical academics to 
suit their predilections without reality changing.

Conclusion
The attenuation of politics and hollowing out of the meaningful nature of repre-
sentation constitutes the collapse of any meaningful democratic political com-
munity. In the 1990s, the inability of political elites to create projects of political 
meaning, which were able to cohere their societies or offer a programme of 
shared values, led to attempts to evade the problems of legitimising political pro-
grammes on the basis of electoral representation alone. The advocates of cosmo-
politan political community in the 1990s were the first to distance themselves 
from state- based politics, finding a freedom in the free- floating rights of global 
advocacy. It was under this banner of global liberalism and ethical policy- 
making that political elites sought their own ‘exodus from sovereignty’ – justi-
fied on the basis of a critique of the liberal rights subject – and, in the process, 
further attenuated the relationship between government and citizen. This was a 
discourse that sought to respond to the collapse of democratic political commun-
ity rather than one that reflected the birth of a newer or more expansive one at a 
global level.
 In the 2000s, the hollow nature of liberal cosmopolitan claims appeared to 
be clearly exposed in the Global War on Terror. The radical discourse of post-
structuralist post- territorial political community sought to critique this interna-
tional order as a product of global liberalism; however, the nature of the 
critique was in content and form little different from that of 1990s cosmopoli-
tanism. There is little difference between the frameworks of these poststructur-
alist critics and the liberal cosmopolitans because the groundwork of the 
critique was already laid by the crisis within liberal thinking. It was the work 
of the self- proclaimed ‘liberal’ cosmopolitan theorists that fundamentally 
challenged the foundational liberal ontology, which established the modern 
liberal order through deriving political legitimacy from the rights of 
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autonomous individual subjects. The liberal basis of political order and of 
political community on the basis of shared rights and duties had already 
corroded from within. The radical critique of the cosmopolitan discourse of 
global rights offers a critique of sovereign power, representational politics and 
its grounding liberal ontology, but one that merely echoes, to the point of 
parody, that of its ostensible subject of critique.



10 Mobilising (global) democracy
A political reading of mobility 
between universal rights and the mob1

Claudia Aradau and Jef Huysmans

At a time when the borders of nation- states appear to have become increasingly 
porous and democracy is often entangled with imperial and neoliberal projects, 
there has been a resurgence of interest in the concept. From cosmopolitan demo-
cracy that aims at trans- nationalising liberal decision- making to communicative 
democracy that rethinks the public sphere under global conditions, and from 
democracy as a mode of governance to radical democracy, the adequacy of the 
concept of democracy for the international is increasingly under scrutiny.
 In particular two developments are at the heart of the resurgence of demo-
cracy debates in International Relations. First, the continuing intensification of 
the contradiction between structures of power, which operate on a global or 
international scale, and structures of democratic representation, accountability 
and legitimacy, which operate mainly within and through state institutions 
(Walker 1993: 143). This contradiction grounds the question of ‘what demo-
cracy can possibly be given to the structures of world politics’ (Walker 1993: 
142)? The second development is that democracy functions as a global concept 
attached to an increasingly wide variety of practices. With the demise of the 
Cold War, Western notions of democracy lost their ‘others’, variously named as 
communism, dictatorship, tyranny or totalitarianism (Rancière 1999). In both 
democratic theory and politics, this raised the question of what are democracy’s 
functional, territorial and/or temporal limits that facilitate judgements of what 
counts and does not count as democratic practice. These two problematiques are 
closely interrelated. The creation of democratic practices in the globalised struc-
tures of power implies defining the nature of those political practices as demo-
cratic, thus leading to the question of ‘what are the nature and limits of 
democracy?’ For the purposes of this chapter, democracy is not considered as a 
particular political regime or as a ‘model’ of representation or participation, but 
a practice that disturbs the status quo, the given political order. Starting from this 
understanding of democracy, in this chapter we argue that mobility has been his-
torically a democratic practice and that it can also give democracy to global 
structures of power. Its main question is: how do practices of mobility constitute 
a democratic moment?
 To tackle this question, we proceed in three stages. First, we contend that a 
political reading of mobility is needed to understand its function as a democratic 
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practice working upon power structures. Much of the globalised structuration of 
power bears a relation to mobility that transgresses national boundaries and the 
spatial logic through which these are constituted. Nonetheless, the potential of 
mobility remains underexplored in much of the literature on global democracy. 
Second, we propose to start from a particular historical development of mobility 
and theorise it as political and democratic practice. Rather than starting from the 
opposition of territorialisation/deterritorialisation, bordered/fluid, immobile/
nomadic that informs much of the research on global democracy and mobility 
today, we draw on Georg Simmel’s sociology of money to analyse mobility as a 
condition of the possibility and practice of democracy. We reconceptualise 
mobility as a form of sociality with the stranger that leads to the creation of 
spheres of rights and mass mobilisation. We argue specifically that universal 
rights and the ‘mob’ represent two different traditions of democracy. While the 
former is fairly well developed in studies of post- national citizenship and human 
rights, the connection between mobility, mass politics and democracy is much 
less present in studies of global and transnational democracy. Finally, we show 
that the democratic quality of practices of mobility functions through the inscrip-
tion of equality, both through the articulation of equal rights and through the 
egalitarian force of the ‘mob’ or mass politics. This inscription of equality 
brought about by mobility through rights and the ‘mob’ can make mobility do 
democratic work directly in the global realm.

Global democracy and mobility
The main traditions of thought where we would expect to find a theorisation of 
the connection between transnational mobility and democracy beyond the 
nation- state largely ignore the intimate connection between mobility and demo-
cracy. Mobility remains a relatively marginal issue in the literature on global 
democracy. This literature focuses on questions of institutional accountability 
and transparency in a globalising world as well as the question of how to consti-
tute democratic institutions and transnational public spheres on a global scale 
(for example Archibugi et al. 1998; Dryzek 1999; Habermas 2001; Held 1997; 
Holden 2000). The alternative literature on global mobility and transnational 
flows seems to largely ignore the political and democratic nature of mobilities. It 
focuses on the constitution of socio- economic networks and societal flows across 
states, thereby separating a political democratic reading of mobility from its 
socio- economic significance (see for example Canzler et al. 2008).2
 The absence of linkage between these two approaches is not simply the result 
of disciplinary divides (between sociology and political science, between a 
political and a more socio- economic theorising of the international, etc.). Rather, 
one of the main reasons is that politics is primarily interpreted as a question of 
the formation and exercise of democratic authority formulated in terms of repre-
sentative institutions, political accountability and a public sphere where opinions 
can circulate and be negotiated. Although the need to renegotiate democratic 
authority can follow changes in transnational socio- economic mobility, mobility 
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itself is not seen as a political practice, let alone a democratic one. For example, 
migrants crossing the Mediterranean – the figure par excellence of the globalised 
world – are not understood as making a political claim but are represented as 
destitute and frustrated people driven by economic and/or humanitarian needs in 
an increasingly globalised ‘society’.

Waves of Would- Be Immigrants Target EU Shores
Spiegel Online 24 June 2008
. . .
The immigrants arrive in Libya from central Africa and from there are 
ferried to European shores, often by organized crime groups, in rickety, 
overcrowded boats. Most are trying to escape dire poverty at home. Many 
give up everything for the journey . . . in the hopes that, once they arrive in 
Europe, they will be able to support their families from afar.

(Der Spiegel 2008)

Their mobility seems to remain largely apolitical in the sense that they do not 
intentionally seek to renegotiate the structures of power and authority through 
their mobility. Migrants are represented as simply driven by individual desires 
and economic needs. In addition, they are often rendered as a disorderly mass of 
people made up of individuals frustrated with living conditions and seeking to 
cross territory and water. As this quote indicates, the organisational aspect of 
their mobility is the responsibility of criminal groups, which reinforces the diffi-
culty to read transnational mobility as political. Criminalisation has historically 
been a key instrument of keeping social problems and developments out of the 
political realm.
 In this reading, mobility is part of global societal and economic developments 
that cannot be contained by territorial boundaries. They set the socio- economic 
conditions against which questions of governance and authority beyond the 
nation- state emerge. In line with functionalist (Mitrany 1948; 1966), regional 
integration (Deutsch 1957; Haas 1968; Pentland 1973) and transnational politics 
(Kaiser 1969) approaches, cross- border mobility requires modes of governing 
that move beyond the nation- state. Migration, for example, interlocks different 
societies – the society of origin, the societies through which one travels and the 
society of destination. One of the political responses to this cross- national soci-
etal interlocking is to increase cooperation between states and/or to set up either 
regional or global political authorities. For example, the European integration 
project is often legitimised in these terms. Further integration in the Area of 
Freedom, Security and Justice is justified through the increased need for a 
common migration policy so as to deal more effectively with immigration.
 In these accounts, democracy emerges as a problem of the legitimacy of these 
regional and global governing authorities. The central issues concern the trans-
national or global constitution of a public sphere, the institutionalisation of rep-
resentation and accountability mechanisms, and public participation. The 
questions and the models that drive these debates do not really differ in whether 
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they are applied to state, regional or global authority structures. Global and 
regional democracy is treated in terms of the questions of whether or not and 
how it is possible to scale up national institutional mechanisms to transnational, 
regional and global institutions (Habermas 2001). The two main approaches here 
are cosmopolitan democracy and communicative democracy.
 Cosmopolitan democracy builds upon the structures of global governance 
with the added requirements of public participation and public accountability. 
These democratic injunctions can be achieved either by means of reforming 
international institutions and the processes of global governance to integrate 
democratic criteria with the technocratic ones of efficiency (Held 1997; Teune 
2002) or by the mobilisation of global civil society as a democratic actor 
(Scholte 2002). In these approaches, cosmopolitan democracy is seen as achiev-
able either in a ‘top- down’ or ‘bottom- up’ fashion. David Held’s work typifies a 
top- down reform of the international system, ranging from a more inclusive UN 
Security Council to ultimately cosmopolitan law, a global legal system and a 
global parliament. Internationally, democratic practices reiterate the role of civil 
society in the domestic polity and propose to create new institutions that would 
reinforce the rights of the global citizen.
 Unlike cosmopolitan democracy, communicative democracy considers the 
discursive sources of governance transnationally and not just the institutional 
ones (Dryzek 1999). It tries to solve the question of the territorially and nation-
ally bounded nature of democracy by downplaying it – if communication or 
deliberation are the defining features of democracy, then democratic outcomes 
can be achieved independently of territorial and national borders. For Habermas 
(2001), democracy emerges by means of discursive procedures through which 
individuals attempt to build grounds for the legitimacy of their claims. Nonethe-
less, communicative democracy also ultimately attempts to ‘scale up’ processes 
of discursive legitimation and negotiation that take place within the nation- state 
and does not solve the problem of borders and boundaries delimiting the public 
sphere that remain necessary for the possibility of global communicative 
processes.
 In both approaches, mobility, if considered at all, operates in the background 
as socio- economic flows that create a need for scaling up democratic structures 
of accountability or discursive legitimation. Therefore, by locking mobility into 
a socio- economic reading, these debates do not touch on how mobility itself can 
be a democratic practice. The cosmopolitan and communicative democracy 
approaches cannot interpret democracy as a modality of the practices of mobility 
themselves. Rather, they focus on how regional or global governance can move 
from a community of states and a politics of inter- state bargaining to a commun-
ity of individuals and a politics of rights. Democracy is fundamentally a question 
of building an institutional political structure and a regional or global demos. 
These need to guarantee that mobility can be governed through democratic 
processes and that the demos does not become the ‘mob’ or a conflictual crowd, 
but is an ordered audience, public or electorate. From this perspective, the 
structures of political power act upon the immigrants’ mobility as an issue of 
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security, economics or humanitarianism. But their mobility itself is not read 
politically: the immigrants crossing the Mediterranean remain destitute, abused, 
needy individuals constituting a flow that needs to be administered, preferably 
through democratic institutions.
 Similarly, the other body of literature that theorises mobility, the ‘mobility 
turn’ in sociology and geography, does not consider democracy in relation to 
mobility. The lack of engagement with democracy is, first, underpinned by a 
similar socio- economic reading of mobility. The literature on mobility is mainly 
concerned with the governance of mobility, the increase in flows and the accel-
eration of mobility rather than its political (or democratic) nature (for example 
Canzler et al. 2008; Hannam et al. 2006). Even when mobility is directly con-
sidered in relation to the constitution of mobile and immobile subjects, social 
exclusion and citizenship, mobility as a condition of possibility of democracy 
and democratic practice is not analysed (Urry 2000, 2007).
 Thus, the literatures that we would expect to engage with the relationship 
between mobility and democracy mostly ignore how mobility has historically 
created a condition of possibility for democracy by both enlarging the possibil-
ity for universalising freedoms and making practices of mass movement politi-
cally forceful. The remainder of the chapter seeks to recover this specific political 
reading of mobility for the purpose of demonstrating that practices of mobility are 
not just flows or networks upon which democratic institutions act but that they are 
an immanent part of democratic politics; in other words, mobility can function as 
a political democratic practice which disrupts the status quo.

Mobility, money and strangers
Rather than a new development brought about by globalisation and to which dif-
ferent theories of democracy attempt to find a palliative, a political reading of 
mobility reveals a more intimate connection between practices of mobility and 
democracy. We argue that the understanding of democracy as practice, as a par-
ticular process, is historically connected with a particular development in moder-
nity.3 Drawing on Simmel’s sociology of money, we show how mobility became 
entwined with democracy through a double inscription of equality via rights and 
mass mobilisation.4
 Simmel connects the role of mobility in modern societies with the circulation 
of money in the mature money economies and processes of exchange. Circula-
tion, Simmel has argued, was an ‘original form and function of social life’ 
(1978: 100). It is the most developed form of social interaction and social inter-
actions generally need to be thought in terms of the model of the exchange. 
Through exchange, society became an ‘inner bond between men [sic]’ rather 
than a ‘simple collection of individuals’ (Simmel 1978: 265). Money made pos-
sible a particular form of social interaction and the transformation of society by 
rendering everything quantifiable according to a single measure and allows for 
comparisons among previously incommensurable objects. Money ‘commensu-
rates incommensurabilities’ and creates a particular form of egalitarianism and 
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equivalence (Maurer 2006: 16). As Simmel (1978: 427) puts it, ‘The essence of 
all money . . . is its unconditional interchangeability, the internal uniformity that 
makes each piece exchangeable for another . . .’ This interchangeable and abstract 
commensurability creates new relationships between elements that would 
otherwise have no connection. Money, therefore, ‘has provided us with the sole 
possibility for uniting people while excluding everything personal and specific’ 
(Simmel 1978: 345).
 Simmel’s reading of money takes up a historical materialist analysis accord-
ing to which capitalist money and exchange entail particular social effects: 
money creates a form of sociality that is based on equivalence, reciprocity and 
the rejection of traditional family and communitarian values.5 From this perspec-
tive, it is important to understand mobility not simply as a form of disconnected-
ness, fluidity or nomadism, but as a particular form of sociality and interaction 
brought about by money and exchange.6 Money therefore appears as a social 
force that unmakes traditional social relations and replaces them with new forms 
of social interactions. As a form of sociality, mobility becomes a threat to 
entrenched hierarchical social relations and close- knit communities. This is 
particularly evident in the way societies experience the stranger who, according 
to Simmel, is the paradigmatic form of interaction brought about by mobility. 
The stranger is defined by a paradoxical relation to community. It is a form of 
mobility that fixes people to a specific community – strangers live in a commun-
ity – but that simultaneously frees them from any specific ties to fixed com-
munities – they do not belong to the community in an organic way. Money 
makes it possible to be in close- knit contact with other people without being 
organically or territorially bound to them. It enables being within a community 
but not of community.
 By socialising people as strangers, money places them in different types of 
relationships where hierarchies, differences between nobility and the lower 
orders become dangerously unstable. Money, notes Simmel, ‘becomes the centre 
of interest and the proper domain of individuals and classes who, because of 
their social position, are excluded from many kinds of personal and specific 
goals’ (1978: 221). While the circulation of money unravels traditional commun-
ity relations, money also threatens to unravel social hierarchies by offering those 
who had nothing, who were excluded from the possibility of achieving full mem-
bership in a community, access to the community and to social status. The 
‘power of money’, concludes Simmel (1978: 223), ‘contributes positively to the 
attainment of positions, influence and enjoyments wherever people are excluded 
from achieving, by certain direct means, social rank and fulfilment as officials or 
in professions from which they are barred’. Thus, money becomes in one sense a 
social equaliser, the means for those who are excluded from social status to 
attain some form of membership in society. By generalising a means of equiva-
lence, the circulation of money inscribes egalitarian ideals and relations to the 
stranger at the heart of society. In what follows, we show how these social 
effects can become political through claims to abstract rights and mass or ‘mob’ 
mobilisation.
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Political mobility 1: universal rights
Money introduces relations between strangers as relations mediated by abstract 
principles: ‘. . . with the stranger one has only certain more general qualities in 
common, whereas the relation to more organically connected persons is based on 
the commonness of specific differences from merely general features’ (Simmel 
1950: 402–8). The peculiar generality and abstractness of relations to the 
stranger characterises them not through their individuality but rather through 
something that they have in common with other strangers. The relation between 
strangers is one of universals:

[Strangeness] is rather caused by the fact that similarity, harmony, and near-
ness are accompanied by the feeling that they are not really the unique prop-
erty of this particular  relationship: they are something more general, 
something which potentially prevails between the partners and an indetermi-
nate number of others, and therefore gives the relation, which alone was 
realized, no inner and exclusive necessity.

(Simmel 1950: 407)

The connection between money and mobility is central for creating the con-
ditions of possibility of a less organic and more abstract form of sociality that is 
at the same time a condition of possibility for extending freedom and equality 
beyond the confines of close- knit community relations. Yet, this condition 
remains enacted through economic and social practices.7 Although Simmel 
shows us how mobility as a particular form of sociality opens serious political 
questions about forms of allegiance, freedom and equality, they remain locked 
within the socio- economic as a possibility. Mobility remains a social practice 
that is not necessarily political, but has a capacity to be so.
 How does one take these practices of mobility into a democratic political 
terrain? Through the generalisation of equivalence and exchange, mobility 
ensured the possibility for excluded social groups to enter the political process 
and accede to equality. Money created the conditions of possibility for sociality 
mediated through abstraction and equality of exchange rather than, say, hier-
archy. The introduction of an abstract measure in the mediation of things – 
money and exchange value in the mature money economies – has as its correlate 
the introduction of an abstract measure – universal rights – in the mediation of 
conflict among social groups. The equivalence that money introduces between 
different objects is correlated with the equivalence between subjects. Thus, the 
central vehicle for the move of mobility from a form of sociality into a demo-
cratic practice is universal rights. As Simmel discusses in his analysis of the 
right of assistance to the poor, rights shifted assistance from the subjective arbi-
trariness of charity to an objective claim that the poor can make upon others. 
Rights did the double work of transforming the poor from an object into a 
subject who could act upon other subjects, and society more generally, and of 
connecting their claims to an abstract notion of humanity (Simmel 1971a).



Mobilising (global) democracy  157

 From this perspective, migrants traversing territories and seas to arrive in 
Europe can at least in principle claim minimal human rights. In doing so, they 
change a set of social and economic connections into claims that connect them to a 
political terrain, as long as the political authorities recognise the status of humanity 
in the form of a legal or quasi- legal system of rights. In contemporary politics, 
human rights are a central vehicle through which transversal mobilities work them-
selves into the political field, as noted in the idea of post- national citizenship 
(Sassen 2006; Soysal 1994). Money- strangers-rights are a continuum made pos-
sible by the introduction of an abstract measure within modern societies.
 The democratic political terrain that mobility enters by ‘mobilising’ a rights 
status is defined through the relation between legally codified rights and public 
institutions. Mobility can function as a political democratic practice when it acti-
vates a legal status that can be mobilised within an institutional structure. In rela-
tion to transnational mobilities, this can imply either that mobile people deploy 
universal rights within democratic states or that mobile people claim rights 
against national and transnational structures of power.
 Therefore, mobile people disrupt structures of power by claiming rights upon 
public and private authorities. Judicial systems are the institutional sites where 
these claims take place. In the end, transforming mobility from social into polit-
ical (democratic) practice through universal rights appears to lead us back to the 
question posed by the global democracy literature on the nature of political insti-
tutions within which these rights can be legitimately claimed. So, are we back 
where we started? Is the problem ultimately that of scaling up democratic insti-
tutions that have been developed within the nation- state? Claiming rights 
through mobility has actually worked slightly differently.
 On the one hand, universal rights are carried by mobile people into national 
institutional arenas, as argued by the post- national citizenship literature. While 
the institutional structure is territorially bound to the nation- state, the people 
making rights claims within them do not belong to the state in the same sense as 
national citizens. They are strangers drawing on more abstract universal rights. 
As Soysal (1994: 149) has remarked about the proliferation of transnational 
arrangements and human rights instruments, ‘by setting norms, framing dis-
courses, and engineering legal categories and legitimate models, they enjoin 
obligations on nation- states to take actions’.
 On the other hand, contemporary politics also witnesses the rise of supra- 
national and transnational legal and quasi- legal institutions. Here, the political 
terrain is defined in terms of a constitutive tension between legal and political 
authority. However, legal authorities work on a wider scale than political author-
ities, which remain very much enclosed within the nation- state. This process of 
legalising transnational and international politics thus consists in a differential 
scaling up of democracy. Legal and quasi- legal institutions work beyond the 
nation- state seeking to constrain the national authorities whose democratic legiti-
macy is constituted within the national states. The European Union and its Euro-
pean Court of Justice are particularly interesting cases here, given the EU’s 
multi- level political nature (Bigo 2005; Guild 2003; 2004).8
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 Nonetheless, the transformation of mobility into a political democratic prac-
tice through the mediation of the rights of strangers has important limitations. 
First, it works through an individualising process turning subjects into rights 
holders who then also need access to the judicial (and administrative) systems 
where they can claim their rights. Second, law entails a double process of partic-
ularisation (Rancière 2007). In its explicit form, particularising the universal can 
deny rights to categories of the population, based on racial, gender or class 
grounds. In its implicit form, it can restrict democracy and citizenship to particu-
lar institutions, agents, problems and procedures. The notion of rights therefore 
reproduces within democratic politics a distinction between masses and citizens 
(Balibar 1997: 106ff.). The masses refer here to the group of the people whose 
access to the rights status is severely limited, either by being denied rights or by 
their limited capacity to effectively claim rights. This distinction not only oper-
ates within a state but also in the state system.
 The migrants seeking to traverse the Mediterranean fall within the category of 
the masses rather than of post- national citizens. Their capacity to access institu-
tions in which they can enact their already very limited rights claims is severely 
curtailed by means of an elaborate detention regime among others. Their access 
to political institutions is also restricted in terms of agents and procedures. For 
instance, their access to rights is mediated through the legal field and legal 
agents. This is particularly problematic as law neutralises the stakes in a conflict 
by converting a struggle between parties into a dialogue between mediators 
(Bourdieu 1987: 831). Law publicly represents social conflicts while distancing 
itself from them and offering an ‘impartial’ and reasoned solution to social prob-
lems. Moreover, the recourse to law can be limited by exceptional decisions in 
situations of emergency or crisis. Given these limitations of how rights are 
inscribed politically through the mediation of law, it is important to see universal 
rights as only one aspect of the political reading of mobility. The other aspect is 
mass politics, political action by the mob, which challenges both the limitations 
of law and its possible suspension by exceptional decisions (Huysmans 2004; 
Scheuerman 1994).
 Therefore, it is important to retain the category of the mob as immanent to 
rather than excluded from democratic practice. In democracy, the people have 
traditionally been a split category. The reason for recovering the ‘mob’ as a cat-
egory of democracy rather than as its outside, is not simply that enacting as well 
as challenging the split between the mob and the people has been constitutive of 
democracy (Balibar 1997). Looking more closely into this connection opens up 
the terrain of democratic politics that mobilities enact in relation to power struc-
tures as different from, but not unrelated to the terrain of rights.

Political mobility 2: mobilisation and the political mob
Let us first return to Simmel. Through its power of equalisation, equivalence and 
reciprocity, money not only threatens hierarchical social relations but creates 
possibilities of new social relations beyond the limited confines of close- knit 
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associations – especially the guilds and feudal power relations. As Simmel has 
argued, in modernity groups are no longer formed based on similarity or proximity 
but through free choice. By making possible new forms of sociality between stran-
gers, money also makes possible the modern constitution of the masses or the 
‘mob’. The strangers become numbers on the move dislocating and dislocated 
from the feudal and guild structures. For Simmel, the phenomenon of mass culture 
and the emergence of large groups coincide with the development of mature 
money economies, the metropolis and waged labour. The solidarity of wage labour 
and the solidarity of the mercantile class lead to large group affiliations that are 
radically different from the medieval concentric groups (Simmel 1955).
 In this context, the double etymology of mobility is hardly surprising. 
Mobility and its truncation, ‘the mob’, is a seventeenth- century coinage by the 
Earl of Shaftesbury to refer to the mobile vulgus, the citizens- discontents mar-
shalled by the Whigs for political processions and rallies (Seidel 1972). The term 
was introduced into English language to replace the more passive term ‘rabble’ 
and included, according to the novelist Henry Fielding, not just the rioters, but 
everyone in London’s lower classes who was present in the streets (Shoemaker 
2004: xi). The mob refers to politically motivated groups who are represented as 
numerous, mobile and an urban phenomenon. Metropolis, mobility and money 
are closely entwined, as Simmel has observed: ‘The modern city, however, is 
supplied almost exclusively by production for the market, that is, for entirely 
unknown purchasers who never appear in the actual field of vision of the produc-
ers themselves’ (Simmel 1950 [1903]: 411). If rights are the political correlate of 
abstraction that money brings about, the ‘mob’ – i.e. mobile masses – can be 
seen as the political correlate of mass culture. Although Simmel interpreted 
groups dominantly sociologically rather than politically and did not develop the 
relationship between masses, movement and democracy, the democratic quality 
of the masses as ‘the mob’ is of central importance for recapturing a political 
reading of mobility.
 Although the mobile vulgus or the fickle multitude had long been the object 
of contempt, starting from the seventeenth century the mob is seen to acquire ‘a 
tremendously real and symbolic force in society’ (Seidel 1972: 430). Increas-
ingly, the mob is seen as a problem for democracy. The mob appeared as a 
disorderly force, whose actions were depoliticised either as economically 
determined – e.g. by hunger – or as socially irrational. While the demos was 
perceived as the orderly force that democracies needed to foster and to sustain, 
the mob was its antinomy, the excess and unrest that were threatening for demo-
cratic forces.
 The ‘mob’ or the mass has been theorised both as a problem for and as a con-
stitutive force of democracy. Democratic theory has worked this terrain by 
decomposing and recomposing the notion of people in various ways. Many theo-
ries of democracy contain a separation of the mob as vulgus from citizens.9 This 
‘sanitising’ or ‘rationalising’ of the category of the political people through the 
notion of citizens left the mob outside of democracy as the undisciplined part of 
the people (Balibar 1997).
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 Nonetheless, more recently, the democratic political potential of the ‘mob’ has 
been revitalised through an engagement with Spinoza’s work. As Etienne Balibar 
has argued, by taking mass movement seriously as an object of investigation in its 
own right – that is, without immediately reducing it to the question of the consti-
tution of the state – Spinoza articulated a fundamental paradox in democracy 
(Balibar 1997: 57–99). Masses can be both destructive and creative of democratic 
practice. Thus, Spinoza oscillated between a series of terms to name the ‘masses’, 
most of which had pejorative meanings. The term that acquires a positive conno-
tation represents numbers most directly – the multitude.
 In terms of their numbers, the multitude has the power to impose limits on the 
rulers. For Spinoza, there is a political connection that emerges not from an abs-
tract representation of the masses but from their historical reality that consists in 
the capacity of the masses to turn numbers into a movement. This has different 
implications for democracy than universal rights. Democracy is grounded in the 
realisation that the masses needed to be included into the political body through 
the representation of a double unity: a unity of the masses – as a people – and a 
unity between the masses and the rulers grounded in the latter representing the 
unity of all into a single figure of political rule. But how can this be done without 
turning the existence of the masses and their capacity for political action into an 
empty category – something that disappears from view as an historical act and 
becomes an abstract idea of a people represented by the rulers? Spinoza makes 
clear that the masses as a real political force cannot be historically eliminated 
from democratic theory through representational politics; they remain a mobile 
numerical force that can physically move against political order (Balibar 1997: 
73–80).
 The legal constitution of this unity in contract theory tries to reduce the 
masses to an individualistic entity and to the problem of rights. Spinoza retains 
the historical reality of the masses in developing a numerical constitutional con-
struction (Balibar 1997: 82). While for Hobbes the multitude is a fragmented and 
individualistic entity that needs to be overcome to found a political unity, for 
Spinoza the masses are a historical physical force that is political because of its 
numbers. That means that for Spinoza the relation between ruler and masses is 
not mediated through distributing rights and obligations but by the management 
and mobilisation of numbers. The existing multitude is decomposed and then 
rationally recomposed in accordance with certain conditions (e.g. cultural con-
ditions or economic conditions). The recompositions work on the one hand as a 
form of governing populations through statistical techniques (mapping categor-
ies of population and administering them in light of various policy objectives). 
On the other, masses of individuals are united into various bodies identified by a 
common idea (e.g. the hungry, the disenfranchised, the proletariat) and capable 
of moving ‘onto the street’ to challenge rulers, conditions of life and political 
order (Balibar 1997).
 Important for us here is that the democratic political terrain is opened up dif-
ferently from the one in which mobility is constituted as a political practice 
through rights. This terrain is that of the representation of unity of rulers and 
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masses as well as of a balancing of the relation of force between them. This 
terrain fundamentally depends on the real historical capacity of the masses to 
mobilise numbers into a political force that can disrupt the ruling state of affairs. 
This political terrain is not defined by a distribution of rights but by a calculus of 
force depending on the capacity to physically move in numbers against others. 
In our understanding, this is what mobility as the mobilisation of the mob does. 
Mobility as a democratic practice of ‘the mob’ introduces a numerical calculus 
of force into a political terrain that tends to be dominated by the primacy of legal 
reasoning.
 The migrants crossing the Mediterranean are then not represented as itera-
tions of the abstract notion of a state of nature made concrete at the territorial 
border, which justifies the use of violence to protect the EU’s already ‘con-
tracted’ citizens and the differentiation between those who can be part of the 
contract and those who have to remain outside because they embody the viol-
ence or chaos associated with the state of nature. From the perspective of mobil-
ity developed here, they present collective acts of mobility that bring a range of 
claims and projects to bear upon the EU and its citizens. The collective dimen-
sion is at first sight purely numerical but it also opens a political terrain at the 
EU’s territorial and citizenry boundaries where mobility as a form of sociality 
negotiates the globalising economic and social structures of power. On the one 
hand, the migrants’ mobility appears to ‘embody’ the effects of globalisation. 
On the other hand, growing numbers of moving people also open a political 
terrain where the effects of global power structures need to be renegotiated.
 This understanding of the political dimensions of mobility leads to a different 
reading of the metaphors of flood, which are so often used in anti- immigration 
discourse, for example. In anti- immigration discourse, they are used to summon 
the spectre of the state of nature and the limit of the political contract, thereby 
replacing the complexity of claims and projects the immigrants’ mobility brings 
to bear upon the EU with the abstractions of contract theory. But metaphors of 
flood also bring into play the sheer physical power of numbers of people on the 
move and the opening of a political terrain that is defined through a calculus of 
force rather than through institutionalised rights claims.10 These representations 
open politics towards violence against immigrants but simultaneously invite the 
mobilisation of political action that depends not on mobilising a rights status but 
on a movement that has a capacity to dislodge the state of affairs.
 Mobility as mass, mob, multitude or crowd is simultaneously excessive to 
individual rights and the collectivist people (Montag 2005: 663). This also implies 
that the limit of democracy is not totalitarianism because the masses can never be 
reduced to a collective unity, their movement is naturally one of decomposing 
and recomposing. The question of the limit of democratic mobilisation can also 
not be thought of in terms of exceptionalism, which would place the mob outside 
of democratic politics because it destroys the predictability and rationality of the 
law (Huysmans 2004). The mob is both opposed to law understood as decisionist 
and to its mediating role in social conflicts. The central question that arises here is 
what gives this political terrain that is defined through a calculus of force and the 
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movement of numbers of people its democratic quality? As we will argue in the 
next section, similarly – but not identically – to universal rights the democratic 
content of mass politics follows from its mobilisation of equality.

Mobility as a democratic practice of equality
Our reading of mobility has started from the conditions of possibility of the cir-
culation of money and has unpacked its political potential as universal rights and 
mass politics. We have argued that rights claims and the force of the mob are 
two forms of political practice brought about by the particular constitution of 
mobility as abstract sociality with the stranger in modernity. Through the emer-
gence of abstraction and sociality with the stranger, the abstract principle of 
equality enters the political terrain. Yet, equality does not simply inform the par-
ticular understanding of mobility in modernity, but also defines its content as 
democratic practice.11 The notion of equality makes rights different from the 
privileging of a particular category of European white male and democratic 
mobilisation distinct from nationalist anti- immigration mobilisation. Contra the 
reformulations of rights as those of a suffering and traumatised subject in need 
for protection, mobility as instantiated in the circulation of money allows us to 
capture rights as formulas for equality in claim- making rather than being limited 
to assistance reception.
 In its double instantiation as universal rights and mass politics, mobility 
brings out the content- giving role of equality. As democratic practices, universal 
rights and mass politics are informed by the principle of equality. On the one 
hand, equality ensures that law does not become either exceptional, verging onto 
dictatorship or a form of mediation that reinforces the power of the state or the 
anthropological assumptions about the ‘civilised’ subject of human rights. On 
the other hand, equality is fundamental to ensuring that democracy as expressed 
in the ‘mob’ does not amount to chaos and violence but to a reworking of rela-
tions between the citizens and the vulgus in reference to claims for assistance, 
redistribution or access to the political field. How does equality give content to 
mobility as a democratic practice?
 In the case of universal rights, equality can be thought of as a point of destina-
tion that is institutionally actualised in the foundational principle of formal equality 
before the law. Law processes social inequalities and discriminations in order to 
achieve a more just social order in conformity with the universal principles 
enshrined in it. Nonetheless, the processing of social wrongs in the judicial field is 
limited inasmuch as law offers to replace a system of institutional power that is 
found to be oppressive (dictatorship) with another system of institutional power 
(rule of law) that is less oppressive. Social inequalities are processed in light of this 
attainable equality. But as argued in the section on universal rights, drawing on law 
and rights significantly limits the way in which equality can be politically wielded.
 The judicial field is both institutionally and sociologically immanent to the 
system of governance through which the existing stratifications within the people 
and between the people and the vulgus are sanctioned (Unger 1983). Entry in the 
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judicial field takes place as an individual rights holder that often instantiates a 
double limitation: it reiterates the distinction between those with rights and those 
without and it individualises and thus tends to particularise collective demands.
 While the enactment of equality through rights and law entails limitations, the 
politics of the mob is the supplement of collective power to the individualising 
aspect of human rights. Unlike the judicial realm, the politics of the mob takes 
equality as a maxim of action and not as a formal foundational principle or a 
goal to be achieved.12 The politics of the mob claims equality through actual 
mobilisation from outside the law precisely for and by those who are excluded 
from the formal principle of legal equality because they do not have a status; 
those who are excluded by the particularisation of universal rights can enter the 
political field through collective movement. Thus, while some immigrants can 
have access to law if they can make a claim to asylum, have been victims of traf-
ficking, have joined the country for family reunification or, for example, have 
been discriminated against, other categories of immigrants fall out of the 
purview of the law. The judicial system can only minimally address undocu-
mented migrants – even in situations when they are subjected to exploitation and 
abuse, they are not directly a party in the social conflict, but it is rather the state 
and the abuser (be those smugglers or employers) whose conflicts are mediated 
by law. Undocumented migrants in detention camps can, for example, trigger the 
mechanism of law by starting hunger strikes. Nonetheless, the mechanism of the 
hunger strike is often responded to in charitable and biopolitical terms rather 
than from the standpoint of achievable equality. Hence, undocumented migrants 
have been involved in numerous protests, strikes, demonstrations and solidarity 
movements with trade unions.13

 The recourse to rights and law and the recourse to the force of the mob are both 
democratic practices that supplement each other and supplement their mutual lim-
itations. As Rancière has pointed out in relation to a tailors’ strike in 1833, claims 
of equality are possible given the ‘inscription of equality, as it appears in the 
founding texts, from the Declaration of the Rights of Man to the preamble of the 
Charter’ (Rancière 1995: 48). As equality is enshrined in legal and political texts, 
it can be subsequently translated, displaced and maximised in everyday life (Ran-
cière 1995). Equality cannot be specified a priori, but happens through the mobil-
isation of the mob against the limits of the judicial system. The politics of the 
‘mob’ functions both as a ‘check’ upon the democratic practices of rights (by chal-
lenging who is a subject of rights and which agents and institutions are allowed to 
be rights mediators) and an ‘invention’ of democratic practice.

Conclusion
This chapter has argued for a political reading of mobility to rethink the con-
ditions of possibility of democracy and democratic practice in the contemporary 
structures of world politics. Realising that the societal and economic dynamics 
are now seriously beyond the grip of democratic decision- making within a 
national state has often led to a demand for scaling up democratic institutions to 
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a global scale. Regional scaling up can be seen to be a halfway step because it is 
meant to increase the leverage political authority can have upon globalising 
socio- economic practices while nevertheless reproducing the problem that it 
locks democracy into territorially circumscribed institutions.
 Instead of reading mobility as a socio- economic practice, we have tried to 
rethink mobility as a political democratic practice. How do practices of mobility 
constitute democratic moments in relation to global structures of power? To 
answer this, we have started from the historical relationship between mobility and 
democracy. The circulation of money creates a particular form of sociality with 
and between strangers, who are present in or move through territorially and organi-
cally defined communities but do not specifically belong to them. Universal rights 
are often taken to be the main vehicle through which the stranger’s mobility can be 
politically articulated in a democratic way. Although universal rights are vital for 
the political rendition of the abstract relations between strangers that emerge 
within the money economy, they also have a series of limitations. The individual-
ising focus on rights holders, the often conservative sociological nature of the legal 
field, and the separation between those deemed worthy of legal status and those 
not limit the capacity of the mobile to enter a political terrain through rights claims. 
The democratic line running from mobility to the mobilisation of the mob makes 
visible an extra- legal tradition of collective democratic practice. This form of 
mobility contains the possibility of the continuous transformation and recomposi-
tion of the people as citizens through the figure of the mob. Therefore, the mob is 
not outside of the democratic political terrain but is immanent to it.
 Starting from this historical reconstruction of mobility as a condition of pos-
sibility and form of political (democratic) practice, it is possible to conceive of 
mobility as acting upon global structures of power. We have illustrated the 
possibilities of such a democratic reworking of the people and of the distribution 
of rights that the globalising structures of power constitute through migration. It 
is at the interstice between the mob and universal rights that transnational mobil-
ity can constitute global democratic practices bearing upon the globalised struc-
tures of world politics. When mobility as a particular form of sociality leads to 
claims of equality expressed through rights and the mobilisation of numbers of 
people, it constitutes a political terrain where power comes within the remit of 
democracy. In this reading, mobility is not simply a socio- economic flow that 
sparks questions about how to reconfigure democracy in a globalising world. 
Rather, it is a democratic political practice that is constitutive of and immanent 
to the world political terrain.

Notes
 1 This chapter is part of the European Commission Framework Programme 7 (FP7-

SSH) project ENACT – Enacting European Citizenship (217504). http://enacting- 
citizenship.eu/.

 2 John Urry’s (2007) and Saskia Sassen’s (2008) work contains discussions of political 
dimensions through the notion of citizenship. But the question of what makes mobility 
a democratic political practice remains largely absent.
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 3 We differ here from Rancière’s (1999) reading of democracy that locates its origins in 

ancient Athens. The democratic practice privileged here is not simply an- arche (anar-
chic disruption of order) but a particular inscription of equality that the circulation of 
money has made possible in modernity.

 4 Although Simmel’s sociology of money has inspired a growing literature on mobility, 
cities and the transformation of money in late modernity, his work has not been linked 
to political questions of democracy, rights and mass mobilisation. For Simmel’s influ-
ence on the mobility literature, see Urry (2007); on cities, Jensen (2006); on money, 
Allen and Pryke (1999).

 5 Simmel (1971b: 24) defined sociality as ‘the form (realized in innumerably different 
ways) in which individuals grow together into a unity and within which their interests 
are realized’.

 6 Practices of mobility simultaneously summon mobility and immobility, fixity and flu-
idity and the dichotomy between fixity and nomadism is not adequate for understand-
ing the ways in which practices of mobility constitute the social. For a pertinent 
criticism of mobility as nomadism, see Cresswell (2006).

 7 In anthropology and sociology, scholars have noted that money does not necessarily 
abolish close- knit community relations. Mobility has the potential to change social 
practices, yet it does not mean it abolishes them. Capitalist modernity itself is not 
reducible to exchange and abstraction, but is also constituted by relations of produc-
tion and consumption and inscribed upon pre- capitalist social relations. Unpacking 
this is, however, beyond the scope of this article. See for instance Zelizer (1997) and 
Maurer (2006).

 8 The transnational and international legalisation of politics also seeks to work more 
directly on the global structures of power, thereby enacting a legal constraint upon the 
authorities, which can be both public and private, operating within these structures 
(Sassen 2006). A discussion of these is, however, beyond the scope of this article.

 9 This is most apparent with Tocqueville. See Corey Robin’s discussion of Tocqueville: 
(Robin 2004). The literature on crowd psychology in the nineteenth and early twenti-
eth century can also be read in this light. For example, in Gustave Le Bon’s widely 
influential account of the psychology of the crowd, the force of the mob was lying in 
their unconscious and instinctual make- up. Yet, the crowds that Le Bon fears are actu-
ally revealed to be the ‘popular classes’ that were organising themselves in syndicates 
and trade unions and whose claims for transforming social order Le Bon associated 
with that ‘primitive communism which was the normal condition of all human groups 
before the dawn of civilisation’ (Le Bon 1995 [1896]). Le Bon’s theory of the crowds 
shared ideas with two other main works on the crowd psychology by Sighele (1901) 
and Tarde (1901 [1989]).

10 Metaphors of mobs as the sea and the resulting imaginary of storms, floods and fury 
has been a long- standing topos in the literature on crowds. On the use of the metaphor 
in Spinoza, see Montag (1999).

11 While agonistic and pluralistic theories of democracy (Connolly 2005; Mouffe 1999) 
have also integrated the masses in their conceptualisation of democracy, we differ by 
our conceptualisation of equality as giving content to democratic practice. Mobility, 
equality and democracy are intrinsically connected.

12 The distinction between these two functions of equality has been made by Rancière et 
al. (2000). For the implications of this distinction for the politics of human trafficking, 
see Aradau (2008).

13 There is a growing literature that discusses the collective politics and agency of 
undocumented migrants. For excellent examples, see Mezzadra (2006) and Nyers 
(2006).



11 Pragmatic cosmopolitanism and 
the role of leadership in 
transnational democracy

Daniel Bray

Introduction
One of the most pressing challenges for contemporary democrats is to rethink 
the theory and practice of democracy in light of intensifying cross- border flows 
of people, pollution, money, commodities, images and ideas. Everywhere, it 
seems, democracy fails to keep pace with processes of internationalisation that 
make political boundaries more porous and multiply the opportunities for col-
lective action beyond nation- states.1 Alarmingly (for democrats at least), this 
internationalisation of political life has created ‘legitimation gaps’ as competen-
cies and jurisdictions have been shifted away from the national level and state 
actors have become part of broader governance networks that include relations 
with a variety of non- state and international actors. From this angle, national 
democratic publics seem like shrinking islands of autonomy in a sea of complex 
cross- border flows. In this environment, committed democrats are forced to 
ponder whether the nation- state is the single and most appropriate shell for 
democracy.
 These sorts of reflections have generated an extensive normative literature on 
global and transnational democracy that largely centres on the claims of two 
broad camps: the ‘liberal cosmopolitans’ and the ‘deliberative democrats’.2 
Liberal cosmopolitans like David Held (1995) want to create a multi- level 
system of formal legal and political institutions founded on cosmopolitan princi-
ples in order to safeguard individual autonomy from the corrosive effects of con-
temporary globalisation. Deliberative democrats like John Dryzek (2000), in 
contrast, highlight the importance of communicative freedom in transnational 
public spheres and see these critical publics as the primary basis for realising 
democracy in a globalising world. These two camps share the cosmopolitan goal 
to democratise contemporary forms of globalisation, but they tend to differ on 
the trajectory of democratic change: liberal cosmopolitans are usually character-
ised as ‘top- down’ architects of global democratic institutions, while deliberative 
democrats are seen as ‘bottom- up’ builders of transnational public spheres.
 In this chapter, I broadly endorse the underlying case for extending demo-
cracy beyond the nation- state but draw on the moral and political resources 
contained in the work of philosopher John Dewey to offer an alternative 
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perspective that I call ‘pragmatic cosmopolitanism’.3 This approach is ‘prag-
matic’ because it is broadly developed from a Deweyan philosophy that rejects 
the traditional search for fixed ends, ultimate principles or a priori knowledge 
that exist above and beyond human experience. As such, I do not justify prag-
matic cosmopolitanism as a fixed and universal theory of democracy, but rather 
offer an approach to democratic reconstruction that focuses on widening and 
deepening democratic life in more cosmopolitan directions. My approach is 
broadly cosmopolitan in the sense that it grounds this movement towards 
transnational democracy in the growth of individuals through a shared human 
capacity for intelligent self- transformation – and takes this particular interpreta-
tion of human freedom as the normative warrant for transnational democracy at 
a time when cross- border associations increasingly impact on the capacities of 
individuals and their communities.
 My argument for pragmatic cosmopolitanism consists of two main parts. In 
the first part, I briefly outline the Deweyan ethical ideas that serve as my ground-
ing for the transnationalisation of democratic life. This grounding is based on an 
ethic of growth that sees the use of critical intelligence and imaginative 
representation as the primary basis for generating transnational democratic com-
munities. In the second part, I flesh out this framework by providing normative 
responses to what I identify as the four main problems in conceiving and realis-
ing transnational democracy: namely, problems of constituency, democratic 
scope, social prerequisites and practical institutionalisation. I develop a perspec-
tive that focuses on the necessary roles of leadership and representation in con-
stituting the political agency of transnational publics. My main argument is that 
without people who can successfully represent certain problematic situations 
(like democratic deficits) as issues requiring public action, we cannot engender 
the common consciousnesses required for transnational democratic activity. 
Taken together, then, my reflections focus on the social preconditions and meth-
odological orientation for democratic politics beyond the nation- state. To this 
end, I develop a normative framework for democratic reconstruction rather than 
a fixed model of global democracy that we must all aspire to.

The normative ethics of Deweyan pragmatism
Pragmatism is a philosophical approach that emerged in the work of Charles 
Peirce, William James and John Dewey in nineteenth- century America. Despite 
important differences, these early pragmatists shared the view that traditional 
philosophy was preoccupied with a futile search for fixed and universal 
absolutes. Dewey, in particular, was frustrated with traditional philosophical 
endeavours that attempted to ground moral and political norms in transcendental 
reason or natural rights, and argued for a ‘recovery of philosophy’ that sought to 
reconnect it with the concrete concerns of his day. Philosophy recovers itself, he 
argued, when it ‘ceases to be a device for dealing with the problems of 
philosophers and becomes a method, cultivated by philosophers, for dealing with 
the problems of men’ (Dewey 1998a: 68, emphasis added).
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 Given these philosophical proclivities, pragmatism has long been used as a 
method for challenging the assumptions of established philosophical traditions. 
But what can be taken from Deweyan pragmatism for a project of transnational 
democracy? More particularly, how is the work of John Dewey relevant to con-
texts that transcend nation- states? In this first part of my argument for pragmatic 
cosmopolitanism, I briefly outline Deweyan ideas of human growth, justice and 
democracy that provide the normative underpinnings of my approach.

Human growth

At its core, pragmatic ethics is concerned with the realisation of improved forms 
of human self- transformation. A Deweyan interpretation of this ethics grounds it 
in an account of individuality that prioritises: (1) a conception of human capaci-
ties that highlights the role and significance of critical- experimental intelligence; 
and (2) the social embeddedness of individual selves and their growth in and 
through associations. In highlighting the significance of critical intelligence in 
everyday life, Dewey argues that ‘problematic’ circumstances act as stimuli to 
inquiry that requires us to reflect intelligently on what we ought to do in indeter-
minate situations. Because such intelligent conduct is a shared human capacity 
of paramount importance, Dewey enjoins us to respect its existence and encour-
age its development in all human beings (MacGilvray 1999: 549). And because 
associated behaviour is the universal attribute of all existences, we must recog-
nise the social basis of individuality. Individuals, according to Dewey (1998b: 
27), ‘will always be the centre and the consummation of experience, but what an 
individual actually is in his life- experience depends upon the nature and move-
ment of associated life’.
 For Dewey, these ontological priorities tie the growth of individuals and their 
communities to the development and exercise of the human capacity for critical 
inquiry. In transforming existing experiences, critical- experimental inquiry gains 
its ethical significance as a method for intentionally directing change character-
ised by deliberation, foresight, learning, openmindedness, an assumption of fal-
libility and respect for empirical consequences. In this way, ethical agents use 
their past experiences to construct new and better ones by reflectively evaluating 
the consequences of their practical judgements against their given ideals (Dewey 
1948). That is, individuals act experimentally in problematic situations on the 
basis of hypotheses developed in past experience about how one should live; 
they appraise experiences of living in accordance with these ideals; and grow 
through the development of new values based on these experiments. Human 
growth in experience thus involves the actualisation of human potentialities that 
are called out by critical inquiry under conditions of uncertainty and contingency 
(Dewey 1998c: 224). Dewey’s social ethics thus focuses on the institutional 
arrangements that influence the capacity of people to conduct critical inquiry 
intelligently, and, specifically, on the ways in which schools and civil society 
need to be reconstructed in order to promote habits of experimental intelligence 
and wider sympathies in social life (Anderson 2005: 18).
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Justice

The egalitarian basis of pragmatic philosophy thus lies in the claim that the 
capacity for experimental intelligence is a universal feature of humanity that 
should be developed by all individuals. Human individuals are morally equal, 
according to pragmatists, in the sense that they all carry with them the capacity 
for self- transformation through critical- experimental inquiry. This universal 
capacity takes on moral weight because it is the basis of each person’s irreplace-
able individuality: 

In social and moral matters, equality does not mean mathematical equiva-
lence . . . It means that no matter how great the quantitative differences of 
ability, strength, position, wealth, such differences are negligible in compar-
ison with something else – the fact of individuality, the manifestation of 
something irreplaceable. 

(Dewey 1998d: 352–3) 

This individuality involves the exercise of a basic capacity for intelligent action 
that makes critical- experimental inquiry possible and constitutes the ontological 
basis for human freedom. According to Dewey, the potential for freedom is a 
‘native gift’ in the sense that we all have ‘the capacity for growth and for being 
actively concerned in the direction it takes’. But ‘actual or positive freedom’ is not 
a natural endowment; it is acquired by creating certain habits that allow individuals 
to grow through intelligent conduct as it leads to ‘better choices’ and ‘better doing’ 
in future interactions with objective conditions (ibid.). For pragmatists, these habits 
of critical intelligence should be developed by all individuals and applied more 
widely in social life because of their demonstrable success in securing human 
goods in activities like the natural sciences, journalism, art and literature.
 Importantly, Dewey integrates this idea of free individuality in an account that 
recognises the central role of sociality in self- development. As Carol Gould (2004: 
3) argues, this kind of approach sees self- development as requiring not only the 
making of choices but also the availability of the means or access to the material 
and social conditions for making these choices effective. In other words, the power 
or capacity to develop is framed by a distribution of material means and a complex 
of social norms that, negatively, constrain people’s choices, and, positively, 
provide capabilities for carrying out certain activities. As such, self- development 
requires social conditions in which people are empowered to make and effectively 
act on intelligent choices in bounded but indeterminate contexts. Since this capa-
city for critical- experimental intelligence is said to be a universal human character-
istic, and since the exercise of freedom requires social conditions that allow us to 
effectively realise this potential, a Deweyan ethic of growth implies an equal 
‘right’ to the social conditions of intelligent self- transformation as its primary prin-
ciple of justice. From a pragmatist perspective, this principle is not a fixed and uni-
versal maxim grounded in natural law; it is an inherited tool that is used in 
particular situations to consider what is morally relevant and decide what justice 
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requires. Dewey thus recognised that in order for this ‘right’ to command authority 
in particular situations it had to be anchored in an intersubjective understanding of 
equality in which people recognise each other’s freedom to develop, which must 
then be made effective through social and political institutions.

Democracy

The key to understanding Dewey’s normative approach to democracy lies in his 
basic distinction between democracy ‘as a social idea’ and ‘political democracy as 
a system of government’ (Dewey 1991: 143). For Dewey, ‘[t]he idea of demo-
cracy is a wider and fuller idea than can be exemplified in the state even at its best’ 
(ibid.). In this view, the idea of democracy is of unlimited scope; it potentially 
affects ‘all modes of human association, the family, the school, industry, religion. 
And even so far as political arrangements are concerned, governmental institutions 
are but a mechanism for securing to an idea channels of effective operation’ (ibid.). 
Furthermore, as an ideal, democracy denotes ‘a tendency and movement of some 
thing which exists carried to its final limit, viewed as completed, perfected’, but 
‘since things do not attain such fulfilment but are in actuality distracted and inter-
fered with, democracy is this sense is not a fact and never will be’ (ibid.: 148). 
This means that rather than regarding democracy as a quality that a social site 
either has or lacks, Dewey asks us to focus on how democratic (or undemocratic) 
they are, how democratic they might (or ought to) be, and how democracy within 
them can be enhanced (Cunningham 2002: 144). That is, Dewey argues that demo-
cracy is context- sensitive and can only ever be a matter of degree. From these con-
siderations, we can see that Dewey’s normative approach to democracy is not 
concerned with realising a fixed political ideal, but with the social preconditions 
and methodological orientation for democratic reconstruction.4
 In this endeavour, Dewey places the notion of a ‘public’ at the centre of this 
social idea of democracy. In broad terms, a public is conceived as a discursive 
medium of cooperative problem- solving that is generated when an effort is made 
to regulate the enduring and extensive consequences of social transactions that 
affect the welfare of many others. Crucially, this means that the formation of a 
‘public’ requires a social group to successfully establish that certain con-
sequences are in need of general regulation. That is, a public must be constituted 
by a group of people who, on the basis of a jointly experienced concern, share 
the conviction that society must regulate a set of social transactions (Honneth 
1998: 774). Here, Dewey casts the problem- solving needs of a cooperating 
society as the social mechanism upon which democratic will- formation as a 
normative principle is based (ibid.: 771). In doing so, he grounds the ethical life 
of a democratic society not in everyday procedures of intersubjective speech (as 
Habermasians do), or in republican political virtues, but in the consciousness of 
social cooperation. For Dewey, the main precondition for the development of 
democratic publics lies in the social division of labour, which must be regulated 
in such a just manner that each member of society can understand herself as 
sharing a common consciousness of responsibility and cooperation (ibid.: 777).



Pragmatic cosmopolitanism and leadership  171

 From this vantage point, we are able to appreciate the normative significance 
of political representation in Deweyan notions of justice and democracy. First, 
given the scale and complexity of modern social life, representation is cogni-
tively required to make sense of the distant and multifarious human interactions 
that affect our daily lives. As Dewey points out, ‘[o]nly when there exist signs or 
symbols of activities and of their outcome can the flux [of human interaction] be 
viewed as from without, be arrested for consideration and esteem, and be regu-
lated’ (Dewey 1991: 152). That is to say, the common consciousness required 
for democratic action can exist only when the consequences of combined action 
are translated into shared objects by means of signs and symbols (representa-
tions). This is why Dewey was deeply concerned with ‘the problem of presenta-
tion’ and the aesthetic capabilities needed to ‘break though the crust of 
conventionalised and routine consciousness’ and (re)present certain situations as 
public problems requiring democratic action (ibid.: 183).
 Second, according to Dewey, publics are politically organised and made 
effective through representatives. Since those who are indirectly affected by con-
sequences of social transactions are not direct participants in the transactions in 
question, ‘it is necessary that certain persons be set apart to represent them, and 
see to it that their interests are conserved and protected’ (ibid.: 16). Abandoning 
the myth of the omnicompetent citizen,5 Dewey recognises that in modern socie-
ties citizens leave many important aspects of information gathering and special-
ised judgement to the assessments of others. As James Bohman (1999: 597) 
points out, this involves the proliferation of principal- agent relationships that 
create pervasive asymmetries of competence and access to information that ‘may 
actually work to undermine the putative advantages of the division of labour for 
democracy, creating a passive citizenry of principal/clients to agent/experts who 
are now responsible for regulatory control of vast areas of social life’. In con-
sequence, Bohman rightly argues that what makes the division of labour demo-
cratic and helps to prevent the social tendency toward technocracy is critical 
interaction between experts and politicians (representatives) mediated through 
extensive and reciprocal communication with the broader public who make and 
judge representations of means and ends in light of shared interests, norms and 
values (ibid.). From this perspective, Dewey’s proposals for democratic recon-
struction centred on improving the social and epistemic conditions for a common 
interest to emerge in tackling the shared problems of a widely dispersed people. 
The key theme of this reconstruction was the expansion of organised social 
inquiry and the revitalisation of democratic communication through aesthetic 
processes of public dissemination and deliberation.

Pragmatic cosmopolitanism: key normative responses
From the preceding account, it is clear that pragmatic cosmopolitanism is 
built on a robust and principled interpretation of pragmatism that recognises its 
deep moral and political attachments to a particular view of ethical social 
life. What Dewey provides is an ethics tied to the realisation of intelligent 
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self- transformation and an approach to democracy centred on the development 
of problem- solving ‘publics’ that are made effective through representative 
practices.
 Turning now to contemporary global politics, it is remarkable to what extent 
the threats to democracy diagnosed by Dewey in his own time remain salient 
today. Dewey identified economic inequality, distrust of government, corruption, 
indifference, absolutism, drudgery, consumerism, control of the public by propa-
ganda, and a system of formal education that does not sufficiently cultivate 
democratic habits (to name a few) as problems that prevent us from having a 
better quality of shared experience (Pappas 2008: 218, 249). These general prob-
lems remain with us today, but to these we must now add the contemporary chal-
lenges raised by the internationalisation and transnationalisation of social and 
political life, processes that far surpass the nascent international interdependence 
Dewey observed in his own day. The general problem is that to varying degrees 
processes that transcend the borders of nation- states increasingly determine the 
social conditions for the growth of individuality and the quality of shared (demo-
cratic) experiences. Individuals and their communities in discrete nation- states 
are increasingly implicated as generators and bearers of consequences of cross- 
border transactions. Pragmatic cosmopolitanism thus argues that the democratic 
reconstruction envisioned by Dewey must have transnational dimensions in 
order to encompass the contemporary array of social transactions that affect indi-
viduals and their communities.
 In what follows, I flesh out my pragmatic approach by providing a set of 
normative responses to the key problems that bedevil the theory and practice of 
transnational democracy: problems of constituency, democratic scope, social 
prerequisites and practical institutionalisation. What emerges is a perspective 
that uses Deweyan pragmatism to justify a particular movement toward demo-
cracy beyond the nation- state, but does so in a way that remains aware of the 
contingency of these foundations, is respectful of empirical consequences, and 
takes account of the existing contexts from which democracy must emerge.

The problem of constituency

The problem of constituency is one of defining the proper boundaries of the 
regime within which democracy is to be practiced. Democratic theory struggles 
to grapple with this problem because the boundaries of a political community 
cannot be determined by democratic means. That is, the initial formation of a 
democratic collective cannot be a result of democratic choice because we do not 
know who the demos is to decide what the boundaries of the collective should 
be. Put simply, the people cannot decide until somebody decides who the people 
are.
 This problem has sharpened in contemporary global politics as increasing 
transnational activity challenges the appropriateness of territorial borders as the 
primary basis for delineating political boundaries. In an increasingly intercon-
nected world, the range and importance of cross- border issues has highlighted 



Pragmatic cosmopolitanism and leadership  173

the lack of symmetry between national decision- makers and those affected by 
their decisions. In this context, some theorists have offered ‘the all- affected prin-
ciple’ as a way of determining the proper boundaries of political community in a 
globalising world.6 Given the ongoing importance of territorial borders, however, 
most advocates of the all- affected principle do not completely abandon territori-
ality. The debate thus centres on what principle should serve as the primary basis 
for delineating political constituencies.
 Liberal cosmopolitans like David Held and Daniele Archibugi advocate the 
creation of a new constitutional settlement in which the legal jurisdictions of 
local, national, regional and global political communities are constituted by all 
those significantly affected by an issue (Held 1995: 236). Held retains a role for 
territorial political communities, but the levels of territorial authority would 
owe the extent of their power (or domain) to an effort to incorporate the all- 
affected principle (Saward 2000: 37). Deliberative democrats like John Dryzek, 
in contrast, do not seek to introduce new system- level democratic institutions. 
Dryzek instead aims to democratise the discursive sources of governance that 
are already present in the international system by cultivating transnational 
public spheres in which there can be genuine dialogue among all those affected 
by an issue. Central to this project is rethinking democracy along deliberative 
lines: conceiving democracy in terms of deliberation and communication makes 
it easier to extend democracy to the international system because it downplays 
the boundary problem and allows us to cope better with fluid constituencies 
(Dryzek 2000: 129).
 In keeping with my Deweyan approach, pragmatic cosmopolitanism eschews 
the temptation to lay down one universally fixed principle to which all demo-
cratic communities must conform. This kind of methodology can only lead to a 
dangerous situation where we are compelled to reorganise the entire global polit-
ical system on the basis of a single principle. In this vein, many scholars have 
pointed out the serious problems with reorganising political boundaries in com-
plete accordance with the all- affected principle (for example, the difficulties 
associated with forming a different all- affected constituency for every decision).7 
In contrast, adopting a pragmatic perspective means questions about the proper 
boundaries of demoi are not purely theoretical ones that must be answered prior 
to engaging in democratic politics; they arise as practical problems in the 
conduct of such politics itself (Cunningham 2002: 214).
 As such, pragmatic cosmopolitanism proceeds from the empirical observation 
that new constituencies are emerging in global politics through transnational 
cooperation in addressing shared cross- border problems. Its approach to the 
question of boundaries is a fluid and contextual one that focuses on the develop-
ment and democratisation of transnational publics that coexist and overlap with 
the entrenched system of states. Because, from a Deweyan perspective, demo-
cracy emerges from social associations, there is no a priori reason to believe that 
democratic life must stop at the political boundaries of existing nation- states, 
especially at a time when social interaction in many parts of the world has an 
increasingly transnational dimension.
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 In the current context of global politics, I accept that in many situations 
primary territorial bases are needed to guarantee basic democratic rights and 
address bundles of common problems that are limited to a particular territorial 
community. However, I also see a role for the all- affected principle as a critical 
tool for tackling problematic democratic deficits generated by activities that 
extend beyond territorial borders. That is, when territorial borders are experi-
enced as problematic in the organisation of democratic life, people who recog-
nise themselves as affected must organise themselves as a critical public in order 
to ameliorate these problems. In these situations, the experience of affectedness 
is what generates democratic politics and the all- affected principle becomes a 
moral resource in democratic problem- solving rather than an abstract rule for 
determining political boundaries that must be applied universally. This approach 
recognises that in the current environment many citizens of nation- states are 
unlikely to want to trade their concretely experienced rights in a territorial com-
munity for the much more abstract, transient and conditional guarantees of 
cosmopolitan citizenship in multiple and overlapping constituencies. In terms 
of identifying demoi, then, this perspective seeks the democratic reconstruction of 
existing territorial entities in conjunction with the creation of transnational 
democratic communities generated by the need to address shared problems (like 
global warming or regulating international trade).
 At this point, my conception of transnational democracy as involving both 
territorially based collective self- government and the development of trans-
national democratic communities raises a critical issue concerning the potential 
conflicts between these types of publics as wielders of power and authority. That 
is, this theory of multiple and overlapping demoi inevitably raises the question 
of sovereignty. When overlapping territorial and non- territorial demoi clash, 
which has an overarching claim to democratic legitimacy and how will these 
competing claims be resolved? David Held (1995) attempts to resolve this 
problem by using the principle of subsidiarity to allocate decision- making 
authority for a particular issue. Dewey, however, did not emphasise the role of 
legal structures in resolving moral conflicts or conflicts of interest. He instead 
argued that conflicting interests are best tackled through the ‘method of demo-
cracy’, which brings ‘these conflicts out into the open where their special claims 
can be seen and appraised, where they can be discussed and judged in light of 
more inclusive interests than are represented by either of them separately’ 
(quoted in Festenstein 1997: 79).
 The response of pragmatic cosmopolitanism, then, is to see the tensions 
between territorially based communities and transnational publics not as a call 
for the wholesale imposition of an abstract principle but as ongoing problems 
that act as stimuli to critical inquiry and thus open up possibilities for the expan-
sion of moral and political boundaries. In this way, my approach is more sensi-
tive to the contextual conditions that act as constraints in these situations. For 
example, determining the appropriate level for developing aspects of social 
policy in the European Union cannot be resolved simply by asserting an incon-
trovertible maxim like the all- affected principle or subsidiarity. In the case of 
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proposed smoking bans in bars, pubs and restaurants, these principles are 
invoked in a historical and political context in which EU Commissioners press 
for an EU- wide ban on behalf of European workers, and national and local com-
munities (particularly in Eastern Europe) fight to retain control over traditions 
that are important in their daily lives. In this light, we must attempt to resolve 
these problems through critical inquiry in which the claims of EU officials, 
national representatives, sectoral experts and local populations are publicly artic-
ulated, contested and judged in ongoing engagements. This implies that demo-
cratic reconstruction, and any accompanying extension of moral and political 
boundaries, must grow from the values shared by existing democratic communit-
ies. It must harness overlapping beliefs about democratic life that have developed 
in modern societies.
 Thus, in the pragmatist view, addressing the tensions between democratic 
publics with overlapping boundaries broadly requires a normative structure con-
sisting of open communities in which people are concerned to develop and use 
their critical faculties and the associated virtues of pragmatic inquiry (including 
deliberation, foresight, learning and the assumption of fallibility). At a minimum, 
this must include a level of social engagement and responsibility to others that 
allows one to look beyond their immediate context and imagine alternative 
possibilities (Cochran 1999: 251). This mechanism of imaginative representation 
is central to the ‘sympathy’ that ‘carries thought out beyond the self and which 
extends its scope till it approaches the universal as its limit’ (Dewey 1998e: 
333). Additionally, and more demandingly, this normative structure must secure 
for citizens a normative status sufficient for them to exercise these creative 
powers in reshaping the terms of their communal relations (Bohman 2007: 28). 
In this sense, pragmatic inquiry grows out of communal life, but also has the 
potential to change such life by solving practical problems and reconstituting the 
basis of communal membership (Dewey 1991: 193). Ultimately, however, these 
requirements merely open up the possibility of intersocietal value convergence 
through the imaginative overlap that can be identified in empathetic relation-
ships, dialogic interaction or participation in common activities, but do not guar-
antee that a consensus about political norms will be reached.
 In short, the normative ideal here is that problems of sovereignty that emerge 
among different publics ought to be resolved through critical inquiry focused on 
the particular problematic boundaries rather than through force or the wholesale 
adherence to a fixed rule. However, it is important to recognise that this inquiry 
takes place in a constellation of social forces that constitutes the problematic 
situation: the formulation of boundary problems and the ways in which they are 
resolved will be shaped by the power of different actors advocating for existing 
territorial arrangements or expanded forms of democratic governance. In any 
process of public problem- solving, some actors will seek to advance interpreta-
tions of problems and solutions that accord with their own partial interests; 
others will attempt to deny that there is a problem at all. In this way, power 
relations shape the very process of formulating shared problems. And as 
Matthew Festenstein (2002: 569) argues, what counts as a successful resolution 



176  D. Bray

in boundary problems is in part constructed politically. Crucially, this politics of 
boundaries requires leaders to publicly represent the different visions of constit-
uency relevant to the problem at hand, which generates and directs the broader 
contestation and deliberation central to reconstituting communal membership 
across existing boundaries. Without leaders who can successfully construct, 
mobilise and sustain global or transnational constituencies, existing territorial 
boundaries will constitute the limits of democratic life.

Democratic scope

The question of boundaries is, of course, closely related to the problem of demo-
cratic scope, which I define as one of determining which domains of social life 
ought to be subject to democratic control. In recent decades, long- standing 
debates between liberals, socialists and feminists about the separation of public 
and private spheres have re- emerged at the global level as the scope of interna-
tional governance has grown. In these debates, defining the proper spheres of 
democratic governance involves making judgements about what range of actions 
or institutions should be regulated by democratic norms in a context where the 
range and intensity of cross- border problems has increased dramatically.
 Held’s model of ‘cosmopolitan democracy’ proposes the democratic recon-
struction of global governance, including the regulation of the global economy 
in order to further humanitarian, environmental and traditional social- democratic 
goals. The rationale for this project lies in a deep commitment to individual 
autonomy, which must be advanced and protected by deepening democracy 
within national communities and extending democratic processes across existing 
nation- states. Many advocates of deliberative democracy would no doubt agree 
with some of these goals, but want to shift the focus to the promotion of deliber-
ation in transnational public spheres. John Dryzek wants to extend the scope of 
democracy beyond the nation- state by subjecting existing international dis-
courses to broad deliberative contestation. He cites discursive contests in areas 
like ozone depletion, whaling, ‘bioprospecting’ and sustainable development as 
examples where broad contestation in transnational issue communities led to 
important political outcomes, some of which involved securing environmental 
protections in opposition to powerful state actors (Dryzek 1999: 39–43). For 
Dryzek, then, the primary targets for democratic control are the transnational 
discourses that sustain and order global politics.
 In accordance with the Deweyan view that democracy as a social idea has no 
fixed limits, my approach to the question of democratic scope does not make a 
priori arguments about the scope of democratic governance beyond the nation- 
state. I maintain that beyond basic territorial entities, any transnational social 
activity can be seen as a relevant context for democratic decision; we should not 
exclude a priori any social domains as logically immune from democratic 
control. Indeed, according to Dewey, the question of what transactions should be 
left to private initiative and agreement and what should come under the 
regulation of a public is a question of time, place and concrete conditions: ‘there 
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cannot be any universal rule laid down . . . regarding the respective role of private 
and public action’ (quoted in Pappas 2008: 242). Specifically, Dewey (1991: 
193) argues that the scope of public action will vary depending on the nature of 
the consequences of social transactions and the ability of affected people to per-
ceive and act upon them. This approach is particularly useful for thinking about 
transnational democracy because it highlights that 

the need for further democracy cannot simply be instituted from above, but 
should be allowed to rise from below, where it is deemed to be needed by 
interested parties. There must be a form of collective recognition by the 
actors involved that a particular democratic deficit represents a particularly 
problematic situation. 

(Cochran 1999: 543)

 This understanding of the genesis and limits of public power raises two 
important problems to which pragmatic cosmopolitanism must respond. First, 
lacking a set of principles that provide antecedent boundaries to the political 
realm, pragmatic politics is open to the liberal charge that it is in constant danger 
of collapsing into the tyranny of the majority (or the stronger) (MacGilvray 
1999: 553). In place of these principles, however, pragmatism offers a 
conception of human freedom that celebrates individual capacities and thus 
offers prudential support for liberal protections that help to safeguard spheres of 
intelligent self- transformation. As MacGilvray (ibid.) puts it: 

The celebration of individual capacities is made prior to both the democratic 
pursuit of the public interest and the liberal protection of private interests, 
and so pragmatism combines a prudential endorsement of state/society and 
public/private distinctions with an equally prudential refusal to treat such 
distinctions as fixed or insurmountable. 

Concerned with empirical consequences, pragmatism sees liberal rights as instru-
ments that have been successfully refined through experience in order to remove 
the obstructions of arbitrary state power, but also highlights the way in which 
these rights have led to new burdens and new modes of oppression when har-
nessed to ideas of laissez faire economics and the inviolability of the private 
sphere. In other words, pragmatism recognises the historically unacknowledged 
suffering created by a priori liberal distinctions between public and private 
realms and the way they serve to depoliticise certain issues. From this perspec-
tive, public- private distinctions, and the rights derived from them, can never be 
beyond criticism.
 Similarly, the approach of pragmatic cosmopolitanism offers prudential 
support for ideas and practices of state sovereignty that contribute to the protec-
tion of autonomous spheres of individual and communal development, but also 
highlights the oppressions and abuses that have been perpetuated under its 
protections. In terms of pragmatic philosophy, the most important consequence 
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of the system of national sovereignty is the way in which it forecloses human 
experience and moral imagination by assuming the nation- state is the outer limit 
of community. With the increasing frequency and intensity of cross- border trans-
actions in recent decades, there already exist dense networks of contact and 
exchange that extend beyond national borders, but due to the ‘stickiness’ of 
national affiliations these transactions tend to be interpreted in discrete national 
frameworks that stifle moral and political engagements with the perspectives of 
others. Drawing on its conception of human growth, pragmatic cosmopolitanism 
sees this situation as one that unduly limits and impoverishes the experience of 
individuals and therefore profoundly narrows the possibilities for transnational 
cooperation. In terms of democratic scope, then, the underlying presumption of 
pragmatic cosmopolitanism is that democratic projects must follow social prac-
tices that extend beyond national borders in order to keep pace with the expand-
ing context of social development.
 The second problem relates to my understanding of the ‘bottom- up’ nature of 
democratic reconstruction. Specifically, it concerns the practical obstacles to a 
group of citizens recognising that a particular situation constitutes a problem 
requiring collective action: what if citizens lack the information, inclination, 
freedom and skills to rise up from below and constitute themselves as a public 
motor of change? How can citizens act critically and experimentally in concert 
with others when their experiences of politics are based on partial and fleeting 
conceptions of distant, complex and indirect causes and consequences? Here, 
pragmatic cosmopolitanism highlights the important role of political leadership 
in publicising the problematic consequences of cross- border transactions. That 
is, it argues that the ability of people to perceive and act upon problematic con-
sequences first requires leaders to represent these consequences as matters of 
common public concern at critical junctures.
 But what precisely does this leadership involve? Dewey, like many demo-
cratic theorists, took a sceptical view of political leaders: ‘The world’, he argued, 
‘has suffered more from leaders than from the masses’ (quoted in Pappas 2008: 
243). My conception of political leadership, however, focuses on leadership acts 
and their consequences, rather than linking it with a formal relationship of rule 
or command between leaders and followers. Specifically, a political leader is 
someone who participates in initiating, directing or informing public action in a 
problematic situation. That is, leadership is called for at times of uncertainty, 
change and choice, times when deliberation and decision occur about what 
course of collective action is desirable for a political community. At other more 
routine times, the direction of the day- to-day activities of a group is properly 
called management, not leadership (Tucker 1981: 16). Leadership arises when 
someone defines a set of circumstances as a problematic situation demanding 
coordinated action, and direction and information is required to formulate group 
responses. As Robert Tucker (ibid.: 18–19) writes, this can involve three, often 
interpenetrating functions: (1) defining or diagnosing the situation; (2) prescrib-
ing a specific course of action; and (3) mobilising a group by gaining support for 
diagnoses and prescriptions.
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 In terms of transnational democracy, the value of these leadership functions 
lies in the extent to which they foster democratic inquiry in a transnational 
public. As such, this kind of political leadership need not be associated with gov-
ernmental officials or elected representatives, but more broadly with any actor 
that acts to represent different experiences of cross- border transactions in a 
common frame required for effective public action. Here, the democratic roles 
of NGOs, transnational activists, government agencies, international organisa-
tions, journalists, experts, intellectuals or global celebrities should not be con-
ceived as ‘representatives’ in the traditional liberal understanding, but rather as 
‘representers’ that initiate, direct or inform transnational inquiry. This under-
standing of leadership shares much with Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink’s 
notion of political entrepreneurship in the way it emphasises the use of ‘informa-
tion’ and ‘symbolic politics’. Keck and Sikkink (1998) highlight the role of a 
relatively small number of individuals in transnational advocacy networks who 
recognise new political opportunities and seek to creatively frame problems in 
innovative ways in order to bring them to the public agenda and persuade state 
actors to change their policies. My understanding of leadership, however, goes 
beyond the tactics employed by transnational activists in influencing state actors. 
In a more normative sense, it seeks to capture the communicative role of a much 
wider group of actors (including government agencies) in promoting and partici-
pating in transnational democratic inquiry.
 The contemporary politics of climate change provides an excellent example 
here because leadership itself is a central controversy in climate change debates. In 
the decade following the creation of the Kyoto Protocol, the failure of developed 
states like Australia and the United States to ratify the Protocol meant that they 
abandoned a leadership role in the critical inquiries that were taking place within 
global institutions and broader publics. The claims emanating from some sections 
of these administrations argued that either human- induced climate change simply 
did not exist (they disputed the diagnosis), or the Protocol was an inadequate 
response because it did not include developing countries (they disputed the pre-
scription). This was despite the fact that Article 3.1 of the United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change (which both governments signed) states that 
developed countries ‘should take the lead in combating climate change and the 
adverse effects thereof ’ (United Nations 1992: 4). Perhaps motivated by the US 
government’s lack of leadership, former Vice- President Al Gore subsequently 
assumed a leadership role in publicising climate change as a global problem and 
educating publics on the causes and consequences of climate change. In the same 
period, international organisations, scientists and civil society groups have partici-
pated as ‘observers’ in climate change negotiations, seeking to inform and influ-
ence state representatives through their official speeches and in informal ‘second 
track’ interactions in meetings and working groups that offer better prospects for 
deliberation. To the extent that this kind of leadership creates a more inclusive and 
deliberative inquiry by representing local, transnational and global concerns that 
transcend state interests, we can see it as contributing to the democratisation of 
climate change negotiations.
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 Of course, many questions are raised concerning the democratic credentials 
of these types of leaders. Indeed, some representative claims in global politics 
are made by people with little contact with the constituency they invoke, or with 
astoundingly long chains of delegation. For example, at the UN Climate Change 
Conference in Poznań, Poland in December 2008, a speech was given by a 
spokesperson of Direction du Développement Durable Électricité France, who 
claimed to speak ‘on behalf of global business and industry’; and another was 
given by activists from Nature and Youth Denmark and Indian Youth Climate 
Network, ‘speaking for the world’s youth’ (United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change 2008: 13). While not wishing to dismiss important con-
cerns about the representativeness of these kinds of actors, by focusing on 
leadership acts and their consequences for democracy, pragmatic cosmopolitan-
ism shifts the focus from the democratic credentials of the actors themselves to 
the purposes and content of their representative claims and the importance of 
critical scrutiny in judging their validity. In assessing whether leadership is good 
or bad for democracy, contextual judgements must be made about whether par-
ticular leadership acts help or hinder the conduct of democratic inquiry in spe-
cific situations. That is, we must ask: does this leadership act support the context 
of democratic decision- making (by, for example, publicising a problem, repre-
senting an excluded group or educating broader publics) (Ackerly 2006: 126)? 
Ultimately, the best guarantee against the reduction of public discourse to dema-
goguery and propaganda are the habits of critical intelligence that prompt us to 
interrogate the representative claims made by political leaders.8 Indeed, Dewey 
worked to nurture citizens’ critical intelligence not because he naively trusted 
the people but because he was so suspicious of those who presumed to lead and 
instruct them (Kloppenberg 1994: 71).

Social prerequisites

Sceptics of global or transnational democracy tend to claim that the social pre-
requisites for democracy are missing beyond the nation- state. According to many 
sceptics, it is the concept of the nation that defines the proper boundaries of the 
political community (solving the boundary problem) and legitimises the exercise 
of popular sovereignty (see Miller 1995 and Kymlicka 2001). Thus, for sceptics, 
democracy beyond the nation- state is not possible where corresponding trans-
national demoi with strong senses of collective identity are currently absent. In 
the absence of strong transnational solidarities, then, global and transnational 
democrats must clearly articulate what social prerequisites are needed for par-
ticular democratic arrangements and how they should be developed where they 
are lacking.
 Liberal cosmopolitans place their emphasis on the development of a sense of 
cosmopolitan citizenship through the creation of a new institutional architecture. 
According to Held (2000: 28), if the possibility of cosmopolitan democracy is to 
be consolidated ‘each citizen of a state must learn to become a cosmopolitan 
citizen – a person capable of mediating between national traditions, communities 
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and alternative forms of life’. Ultimately, however, Held is too complacent about 
how his cosmopolitan institutions would generate the global public sphere and 
solidaristic communities required for resource redistribution and democratic 
decision- making. Without an avenue for citizen participation in global institu-
tions beyond electing distant global parliamentarians, how will the cosmopolitan 
citizen be created when the primary sites of social learning will remain in local 
and national communities?
 Deliberative democrats tackle this question directly and argue that in complex 
societies it is the democratic opinion- and will- formation of citizens that forms 
the basis of a legally constructed solidarity that links members in a political 
community (Habermas 1999b: 118–19). For Dryzek (2000: 113), given that 
transnational discourses are the primary target of democratic control, the com-
municative power of civil society takes centre stage in the politics of question-
ing, criticising and publicising. The possibility of democratic action in global 
politics thus rests on the networks of transnational civil society and their reflex-
ive control of discourses. These kinds of deliberative processes obviously require 
informed and active citizens that are empowered by basic democratic rights.
 The general response of pragmatic cosmopolitanism to the question of social 
prerequisites is that the creation of transnational democratic publics must emerge 
from leadership in fostering a consciousness of shared responsibility and cooper-
ation. Only the experience of social conditions in which citizens recognise them-
selves as members of a common enterprise will see democratic procedures as a 
legitimate means of joint problem- solving. In examining the specific implica-
tions of this approach for the project of transnational democracy, I follow 
Michael Zürn (2000) in adopting a disaggregated conception of the demos in 
order to establish in practical terms what kind of democratic processes can be 
generated on the basis of its partially given components.
 Against the view that demoi are systematically related to national identity, 
Zürn (ibid.: 195–200) argues that this all- embracing conception of the demos can 
be disaggregated into five analytically separable elements: rights, trust, public 
spirit, public discourse and solidarity. Based on the notion of justice I developed 
above, pragmatic cosmopolitanism clearly asserts that certain rights need to be 
recognised as human rights. Dewey did not speak in a rights language, but since 
his time (he died in 1952 aged 92) human rights have been deeply entrenched in 
international institutions and now constitute a powerful discourse for legitimis-
ing moral and political claims all over the world. In this context, projects of 
global or transnational democracy must build on existing human rights frame-
works because they provide the most promising paths for promoting conditions 
of equal social status and life- opportunity for peoples and individuals. As Hauke 
Brunkhorst (2002: 690) points out, the moral language of human rights can 
enable the mobilisation of public interest and communicative pressure, and as a 
legal language it is one the political class and its administrative adjuncts can 
understand and take into account in decision- making. In the perspective of 
pragmatic cosmopolitanism, these rights are normatively conceived as universal 
and equal claims to social conditions of individual self- transformation that 
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individuals make on all others as humans. As Bohman (2007: 109) points out, 
these rights involve a standing by which the claimant is recognised as someone 
who may make such an appeal and to whom others may address a similar appeal; 
that is, it involves a basic normative power to make claims to others that may 
obligate them. Without this basic standing, grounded in an intersubjective 
understanding of human rights, people will have no capacity to initiate 
deliberation about claims to justice that extend beyond the borders of their 
national communities. They will be unable to claim a right to participate in 
cross- border activities in which their interests are implicated. Ultimately, trans-
national democracy must be fundamentally anchored in cross- border understand-
ings of human rights in which distant others come to be viewed as legitimate 
claimants in common social frameworks.
 In terms of trust and public spirit, Zürn (2000: 196–8) points out that the 
increased compliance pull of international regulations when societal participa-
tion is possible indicates that political trust is today not restricted to the national 
and intergovernmental sphere; and when transnational sectoral publics in fields 
like environmental politics deliberate on the ‘right’ policies they show signs of 
public spirit beyond nations. Trust and public spirit are no doubt important ele-
ments of a democratic mode of cooperative problem- solving, but they only take 
on central importance if we conceive of demoi as completely harmonious enti-
ties. In the context of representative authority and asymmetrical information, a 
harmonious view of politics requires us to build in idealisations of complete 
mutual trust or denial of self- interest in order to render the democratic division 
of labour practically feasible (Bohman 1999: 595). Under the conflictual con-
ditions of global politics, however, trust and public spirit cannot bear the primary 
burden of explaining how a division of labour incorporating complex principal- 
agent relationships can be democratic. Rather, that burden is borne by the quality 
of public communication among critical agents and the openness of norms of 
inquiry to democratic challenge (ibid.: 596). The problem of cooperation here is 
one of maintaining the credibility of expert authority and legitimacy of existing 
norms more than trust or public spirit. In the pragmatic view, expert knowledge 
enters into public discourse in addressing problematic situations and its authority 
is tested and judged in relation to its consequences. This reliance on critical scru-
tiny suggests that there is no pragmatic reason to develop a generalised trust in 
the epistemic authority of experts (ibid.: 598). From this angle, we must build on 
the leading roles of civil society in publicising and scrutinising the claims of 
experts and politicians and distributing social knowledge to broader publics.
 Public discourse and solidarity are clearly the weakest features of emerging 
transnational demoi. Despite the seeming public- spiritedness and dense commu-
nication of transnational issue networks, the absence of a common language and 
common media impedes the development of broader public discourses. Beyond 
this, broadening transnational discourse requires institutional solutions that 
provide a wider range of actors with the capacity to communicate publicly on 
issues of mutual concern. Indeed, it has been demonstrated in contexts like EU 
environmental policy that incorporating NGOs and epistemic communities has 
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improved the democratic quality of policy- making by upgrading issue networks 
into sectoral publics that represent widespread interests (Zürn 2000: 206). In the 
same way, representing the concerns of transnational publics in formal global 
institutions has the potential to transform intergovernmental bargaining into 
more inclusive and transparent transnational negotiations. This kind of demo-
cratic politics does not require the development of a unitary global discourse, 
only the development of multiple transnational publics where they are deemed 
necessary (Cochran 2002: 538).
 In terms of solidarity, pragmatic cosmopolitanism suggests that rather than 
placing one’s faith in a particular type of rational communication (as Habermas 
does), cross- border relationships developed through the recognition of shared 
problems is a less demanding basis for fostering senses of community in con-
texts of cultural diversity. This view holds out the possibility that the recognition 
of shared problems ‘can lead to persons learning the value of social cooperation 
and the creation of community through repeated interaction in relation to those 
problems’ (ibid., original emphasis). Solidarities might be fostered based on a 
concern for the suffering or oppression of distant others, for example, that may 
be quite removed from participation in rational discourse. These kinds of soli-
darities are already evident in transnational civil society groups that act on 
shared concerns like gender inequality, environmental degradation and labour 
rights. By experimenting with innovative democratic processes that build on 
these existing components, we might facilitate the development of the broader 
discourses and stronger solidarities required for further democratisation. As Zürn 
(2000: 212) points out, ‘democratic institutions are not only dependent on social 
prerequisites, they are also a generative source of them’.

Practical institutionalisation

In thinking about these possibilities for democratic change, we are obviously 
faced with serious practical constraints. These relate to the ways in which geo-
graphy, time constraints and the limitations of human capabilities impose prac-
tical limits on the institutionalisation of democratic principles in political life. 
Obviously, when thinking about democracy at a global or transnational level the 
problem of practicality is magnified severely. The expanded geographical scale 
and diversity of a global or transnational political community presents consider-
able challenges when democratic debate and decision- making must stretch 
across many continents and time zones. The increased range and complexity of 
global issues also increases demands on the time, knowledge and interest of 
socially distant citizens. Furthermore, there are also extreme differences in 
power, wealth and education that shape an individual or group’s ability to parti-
cipate in a global or transnational democratic process.
 In addressing these problems, liberal cosmopolitans make political represen-
tation the key institutional feature of global democracy. In general, cosmopolitan 
democracy is seen as a multi- level system of overlapping communities with pro-
gressively ‘higher’ levels of political representation. In the (likely) event that 
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there are disputes about the appropriate level of decision- making for a particular 
issue, Held relies on the principle of subsidiarity to aid in adjudicating political 
boundaries; he argues that collective decision- making is best located closest to 
those whose life chances are determined by significant social processes and 
forces (Held 2003: 471).
 Given their emphasis on participatory politics, deliberative democrats face 
more serious practical challenges when extending democracy to the global 
level. As Andrew Kuper (2004: 59) points out, attempts to identify procedures 
and institutions that enable ideal deliberation face constraints on numbers, time 
and distance in any remotely large- scale and pluralistic society. Moreover, prac-
tical challenges confront deliberative democrats when they must provide an 
account of the institutional linkages between the public sphere and formal insti-
tutions. For Dryzek (1999: 30), globalisation means that important issues 
increasingly elude the control of states and so transnational democracy may 
mean bypassing the state and relying on decentralised networks of actors acting 
across state boundaries. He wishes to maintain a strict separation between trans-
national civil society and formal global institutions, but due to the bottom- up 
nature of his approach, he is not specific about the institutional conditions under 
which democratic deliberation can be achieved, and the representative basis 
upon which affected individuals and communities will be included in delibera-
tive forums.9

 In keeping with pragmatist tenets, my approach to the problem of practical 
institutionalisation is a context- sensitive one that does not impose an a priori 
‘direct’ or ‘representative’ template for the political institutionalisation of demo-
cracy, which may require more or less degrees of mediation and delegation 
depending on the particular problematic situation. As Saward (2000) points out, 
different democratic mechanisms may be called for depending on whether they 
require permanent structures or temporary measures and on whether they are 
undertaken by governments or by non- governmental actors.10 Thus, one may 
have a normative preference for minimising the degree of mediation and delega-
tion in any democratic regime, but these features of democratic practice should 
not be viewed as inherently bad. Indeed, given the scale and complexity of 
modern politics, transnational democratic publics are likely to require significant 
levels of mediation and delegation if they are to be effective actors in global 
politics.
 The key response of pragmatic cosmopolitanism here is to see transnational 
publics as institutions of critical inquiry that are formed when associated indi-
viduals work collectively to address transnational problems. As Molly Cochran 
(2002: 531) points out, in Deweyan terms these publics exist on a continuum 
from ‘weak’ publics that are understood to involve associated activity that is 
only informally organised (like a neighbourhood group) or narrowly focused on 
a single issue (like the control and prevention of HIV/AIDS11), to stronger 
publics that have political agencies invested with public authority that are 
capable of issuing binding decisions for a societal group (an international 
regime, say, or a more densely articulated public we commonly regard as a 
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political ‘state’).12 Today, in the absence of adequately responsive global institu-
tions, most transnational associations take contestation rather than popular 
control as their fundamental political purpose (Bohman 2007: 62). When they 
seek to provide alternative sites for deliberation where dominators are not 
present they form what Nancy Fraser (1992: 123) calls ‘subaltern counterpub-
lics’ that attempt to influence formal organisations by mobilising broader public 
opinion. These oppositional networks and movements can only be conceived as 
transnational public institutions, however, when their efforts are directed at shift-
ing authority away from states and their agents by making their own concerns 
authoritative in the decision- making that takes place where international public 
authority exists in global politics – international law, regimes, the United Nations 
and in the broader bilateral and multilateral relations between states (Cochran 
1999: 532). In the view of pragmatic cosmopolitanism, this process constitutes 
the core dynamic of democratic reconstruction at the global level.
 It is this perspective that highlights the key difference between the pragmatist 
and deliberative approaches to the institutionalisation of transnational demo-
cracy. Instead of seeing publics as constituted by responsible citizens who reason 
publicly on the basis of a distinctive form of communication, pragmatists see 
responsible action as emerging from publics constituted by persons who recog-
nise a need for social cooperation in resolving common problematic situations. 
In the pragmatist view, publics are developing ‘the traits of a state’ when they 
develop strong organisational and decision- making capabilities and seek to make 
their concerns authoritative in global politics (Dewey 1991). Pragmatism there-
fore does not hold to the strict state- civil society separation that fundamentally 
shapes the deliberative approach. Beyond nation- states with sharply defined con-
stitutional structures, the desire to maintain a strict separation between opinion- 
formation in the public sphere and will- formation in formal representative 
institutions seems to neglect the requirement for some kind of connective tissue 
between them, or at least assumes that the translation of opinions into decision- 
making will occur through an underlying discursive shift that changes the 
context in which formal decisions are reached. Deliberative democrats thus priv-
ilege informal procedures of truth- seeking (that are never power- free or com-
pletely non- strategic) over political voice in formal institutions. Dryzek is 
obviously concerned about the co- option of oppositional civil society – which is 
certainly an ever- present threat and one to be taken seriously – but in many 
global and transnational contexts this threat tends to be overstated and fails to 
acknowledge the strategic character of ‘publics’ themselves. As Cochran (1999: 
535) points out, despite the blurring of the state- society divide, co- option is 
unlikely to be ever fixed or complete. Additionally, not all weak publics seek 
permanent or even minimal levels of inclusion in existing formal institutions, 
preferring to focus on contestation or developing alternative forums. Ultimately, 
pragmatic cosmopolitanism argues that in many contexts of contemporary global 
politics the need to realise change through access to formal decision- making 
outweighs the risk of co- option. One such context I discussed earlier centres on 
the contemporary climate change negotiations, where a wide variety of 
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non- governmental actors attempt to influence states in formal institutions by 
‘channelling up’ the concerns of excluded publics, while at the same time moni-
toring the negotiations and ‘channelling down’ information to broader trans-
national and domestic constituencies.13

 However, the concern of deliberative democrats to maintain the authenticity 
and vibrancy of critical voices does accord with pragmatic cosmopolitanism in 
the sense that it sees transnational publics as the primary motor of critical pub-
licity in global politics. In thinking about institutionalisation, we should recall 
Dewey’s argument that publics are politically organised through representatives 
that ‘care for’ the interests of those affected by indirect consequences of social 
transactions. As institutions of representation, then, ‘strong’ publics require 
organisational processes for making, judging and contesting claims made by 
those representing affected constituencies. In this sense, political institutionalisa-
tion involves developing organisational rules for recognising the validity of rep-
resentative claims and procedures for generating authoritative decisions based 
on critical inquiries that interrogate and weigh these claims. In modern demo-
cratic states, electoral institutions provide the most important rules for recognis-
ing the representative legitimacy of political actors. In transnational and global 
contexts, however, the challenge is to create institutions that provide different 
types of actors (states, international organisations, experts, NGOs, individuals, 
etc.), claiming to represent different and overlapping constituencies, with the 
opportunity to participate in critical inquiries that generate authoritative 
decisions about common problems.
 In this regard, many important questions remain concerning how we move 
from the formulation and recognition of shared problems to the development of 
democratic institutions that test representative claims and generate decisions that 
resolve these problems. Here, we might draw lessons from successful cases like 
the international campaign to ban landmines, where a weak public with growing 
moral influence eventually became a broad coalition of actors (including states) 
responsible for creating the Ottawa Convention prohibiting the production and 
use of anti- personnel landmines (Cameron et al. 1998). One important lesson in 
this instance was the critical role of leadership in publicising the landmine 
problem and mobilising widespread support for a comprehensive treaty. The 
early stages of the campaign owed much to the efforts of NGOs working in post- 
war Cambodia in the 1980s; organisations like the UN and the International 
Committee of the Red Cross; US Congressmen (the United States did not sign 
the treaty); activists like 1997 Nobel Peace Prize Winner Jody Williams and the 
late Princess Diana; and, crucially, states like Canada, France and Norway, 
which gave the movement legitimacy and provided sites for its meetings (Tarrow 
2005: 174). This instance of pragmatic cosmopolitanism is, of course, just one 
oft- cited example of successful transnational cooperation among many other 
instances of failure. But it effectively demonstrates the potential trajectories of 
transnational democracy. Specifically, it demonstrates that flourishing trans-
national publics are the most promising vehicles for the democratic reconstruc-
tion of global governance.
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Conclusion
The perspective of pragmatic cosmopolitanism envisages the development of 
transnational democracy in and through the representative practices of cross- 
border problem- solving publics. This view recognises that global political space 
is today comprised of interrelated issues rather than an integrated demos – and 
that ‘governance’ in this context refers to coordinated action appropriate to the 
solution of specific problems (Rosenau 1998: 30–32; Urbinati 2003: 80). In this 
article, I grounded this approach in a Deweyan ethics that highlighted the indis-
pensability of critical intelligence and imaginative representation in generating 
transnational democratic publics. I also argued that this ethics implies an equal 
right to the social conditions of intelligent self- transformation and that this prin-
ciple of justice provides the normative warrant for global democratisation. Using 
this contingent foundation, I provided a set of normative responses to the prob-
lems faced by democrats in conceiving and realising democracy beyond nation- 
states, which are summarised and compared with the liberal cosmopolitan and 
deliberative approaches in Table 11.1 below.
 This article extends the work already done by pragmatist scholars in at least 
three ways: (1) it offers a comprehensive Deweyan framework that directly 
addresses the main problems with conceiving and realising transnational demo-
cracy; (2) in doing so, it focuses attention on the important role of political 
leadership in constituting transnational publics, an important issue that is 
neglected in the literature on global and transnational democracy; and (3) it 
brings to light the central role of representative practices in the formation, main-
tenance and political agency of these publics. By connecting transnational demo-
cracy with processes of representative claim- making, pragmatic cosmopolitanism 
brings actors and agency back into conceptions of the public sphere by focusing 
attention on who is making claims and for what purpose.
 Of course, the ethics of pragmatic cosmopolitanism is unlikely to satisfy 
those who want a more definitive blueprint for constructing global or trans-
national democracy. One might argue that pragmatic cosmopolitanism does not 
help us to make categorical statements about what constituencies are to be privi-
leged, what specific social activities ought to be democratised, or the concrete 
institutional forms of critical publics. But that is precisely my point: pragmatic 
cosmopolitanism as a philosophically grounded approach to transnational demo-
cracy does not provide a fixed and universal rule book that must be mechanically 
applied to the world. In contrast, it provides a method for engaging in problem-
atic situations (in this case democratic deficits), which involves an analysis of 
the conditions required for democratic reconstruction and the advocacy of par-
ticular ideals that can be used as critical tools in ameliorating these situations. To 
be sure, moral life does not exist in a power vacuum and we are sometimes faced 
with tragic moral choices that defy our demands for neat solutions. But to recog-
nise our embeddedness in power relations and the complexity of moral life is not 
a good reason to abandon a commitment to critical inquiry that holds out the 
promise of improving the quality of present experience.
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 Ultimately, then, we must recognise that democratic reconstruction involves 
political struggle. In this regard, the central insight of pragmatic cosmopolitan-
ism is that these struggles involve harnessing the moral resources of demo-
cratic ideals in response to specific problems, and they require leadership to 
help generate the self- awareness and political agency of transnational publics. 
I demonstrated the importance of this political leadership in the current climate 
change negotiations and the campaign to ban landmines. What these reflections 
suggest is that advances in democratising global governance will likely be 
more piecemeal and issue- focused than many advocates of global democracy 
would like. Advances will likely come as a result of collective action focused 
on particular transnational problems, rather than through a movement advanc-
ing a particular model of democracy. They will likely involve coalitions of 
states, international organisations, NGOs, prominent individuals, professional 
and amateur activists, and (dare I say it) public intellectuals and social scien-
tists. In emphasising the contextual possibilities for democratic reconstruction 
along these lines, pragmatic cosmopolitanism eschews the state- centrism of 
realist democrats and avoids the comprehensive prescriptions of a fixed model 
of global democracy.

Notes
 1 Sidney Tarrow (2005: 25) defines internationalisation in terms of three interrelated 

trends: (1) ‘An increasing horizontal density of relations across states, governmental 
officials and nonstate actors’; (2) ‘Increasing vertical links among the subnational, 
national and international levels’; and (3) ‘An enhanced formal and informal structure 
that invites transnational activism and facilitates the formation of networks of non-
state, state, and international actors.’

 2 There are, of course, other approaches that envisage democracy beyond nation- states, 
but the liberal cosmopolitan and deliberative approaches have dominated the norm-
ative literature in recent times. For an examination of some other approaches see 
McGrew (2002). The literature also features prominent contributions by those who 
are sceptical of global or transnational democracy. They tend to dispute: (1) the 
empirical accounts of globalisation that underpin global and transnational perspec-
tives; (2) the ontological accounts of political community that envisage democracy 
outside the confines of thick national communities; and (3) the normative accounts of 
global democratisation that advance particular ethical principles as appropriate 
foundations of a new global order that at least partially transcends the modern state 
system. These are serious objections that must be addressed by cosmopolitan- minded 
democrats, but in this chapter I am primarily concerned with the arguments of the 
main advocates of global or transnational democracy and therefore do not address 
these objections in a systematic way.

 3 This is certainly not the first attempt to use the work of John Dewey to develop an 
approach to global or transnational democracy. In recent times, Molly Cochran (2002) 
has explicitly articulated how Deweyan ideas provide ethical insights that can be har-
nessed to the project of transnational democracy. Hauke Brunkhorst (2002) has used 
Dewey’s conception of a public to think about globalising democracy without a state. 
By focusing on leadership and representation in the framework of problems I outline 
below, this article significantly extends and deepens this work by offering a compre-
hensive theoretical framework that directly addresses the conditions for developing 
transnational democratic publics.
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 4 Dewey (1991: 147) writes: ‘We are not concerned therefore to set forth counsels as to 

advisable improvements in the political forms of democracy . . . The problem lies 
deeper; it is in the first instance an intellectual problem: the search for conditions 
under which the Great Society may become the Great Community. When these con-
ditions are brought into being they will make their own forms. Until they come about, 
it is somewhat futile to consider what political machinery will suit them.’

 5 According to Dewey (1991: 158), an ‘omnicompetent individual’ is someone who is 
‘competent to frame policies, to judge their results; competent to know in all situ-
ations demanding political action what is for his own good, and competent to enforce 
his idea of the good and the will to effect it against contrary forces’.

 6 The most influential exponent is David Held (1995). For a survey of the ways in 
which the all- affected principle has been used to think about democracy in the context 
of globalisation see Agné (2006).

 7 For example, see Gould (2006); Saward (2000); and Whelan (1983).
 8 For a more comprehensive analysis of the concept of a ‘representative claim’ and its 

field of variations and effects, see Saward (2006).
 9 Robert Goodin (2000) provides an assessment of four practical proposals that seek to 

adapt the ideals of deliberation to large- scale mass societies.
10 For another example of a context- sensitive approach to global democratisation see 

Patomäki and Teivainen (2004).
11 James Bohman (1999) uses the example of AIDS activism to propose that citizens can 

engage in public deliberation about the norms of cooperation between experts and lay 
principals.

12 The distinction between ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ publics was originally made and 
developed by Nancy Fraser (1992).

13 Robyn Eckersley (2007) writes about the ‘channelling up’ and ‘channelling down’ 
processes of transnational public spheres and provides another environmental example 
in her analysis of the tensions between environmental and trade regimes.



12 Conclusion: interrogating the 
dilemmas of democracy
Liberalism, cosmopolitanism and 
internationalism

James Bohman

In the last decade, liberal internationalism has undergone a revival, in the guise of 
democracy promotion abroad with the aspirations toward a new ‘democratic 
peace’, culminating in an expanding world organization of democracies. It is easy 
to think that this strand represents the continuation of Wilson’s call to ‘make the 
world safe for democracy’. One might think of other avowedly liberal forms of 
‘cosmopolitan’ or ‘transnational’ democracy as continuation of this same project. 
Yet, even though they speak of liberal democracy or liberal rights, most of these 
forms of liberalism reject democracy promotion by force and other central ideas 
including the idea of the democratic peace as the means to achieving a new order. 
Liberal internationalism in the form of democracy promotion is hardly cosmopol-
itan in the sense of advocating for some overarching world organization that is a 
republic of republics. A liberal internationalism, if it exists, would see Wilson’s 
adage as demanding a basic transformation of the political order. As Daniel 
Deudney puts it, the essential meaning of Wilson’s call, as it resonates today, is to 
permit non- hierarchical polities to emerge and survive ‘through the transforma-
tion of system level anarchy and unit level hierarchy’ (2007: 186). Transnational 
liberalism is infused with a republican and cosmopolitan requirement of a just 
democratic order aiming at non- domination. This republican cosmopolitanism, as 
I have put it, is not the only transformation of liberal internationalism.
 For theorists such as David Held and Jürgen Habermas, the changes brought 
about by global interdependence lead to a very different and more political insti-
tutional order, including a rich array of international institutions, new forms of 
constitutional and federal states and substate forms of organization. While many 
see new possibilities for democratic self- rule beyond the more limited scope of 
liberal internationalism, others see democracy functioning as a new form of 
exclusionary liberalism that hardly resolves the inherent tensions of its liberal 
internationalist predecessors. Liberal internationalism is the spectre haunting 
contemporary theories of global democracy. This lens is implicit in the contribu-
tions to this volume, often distorting the genuine differences in understanding 
the role of democracy in liberal international, contemporary cosmopolitan and 
transnational conceptions of democracy. In fact, contemporary theories of global 
democracy have a more fraught relationship to liberal internationalism, even if 
Held’s position more closely resembles liberal internationalism than do most 
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other theories. Inclusion on these views is defined in terms of a variety of ways 
in which citizens can gain access to influence over particular decisions that affect 
them. My goal in these remarks is to show that the contemporary landscape of 
theories of democracy is much more complex and variegated, the acknowledge-
ment of which is required for genuinely interrogating democracy today. In this 
way I agree with Daniel Bray that for now ‘democratising global governance 
will likely be more piecemeal and issue- focused’, and thus does not necessarily 
require advancing a particular model of democracy. Nonetheless, the debates 
have gone far enough that such efforts should be informed by alternative con-
ceptions of democracy beyond the state.
 With this in mind, I will proceed in three steps. In the first section, I will 
provide a larger picture of the alternatives among contemporary cosmopolitan 
approaches, pointing out how they already seek institutional solutions to the 
problems so well diagnosed in Ian Clark’s chapter. Similar issues are raised by 
Hobson’s historical arguments against liberal cosmopolitanism. With some 
exceptions (Held and Bray in particular), this volume captures very little of the 
diversity of such approaches, all of which are too often cast as ‘liberal’ in some 
ahistorical sense. In the second section, I turn to historical and empirical objec-
tions to cosmopolitan theories of democracy, which are here primarily thought to 
simply reproduce liberal democracy. In most cases, these are historical claims 
about the presence or absence of particular conditions that are either required for 
robust democratic citizenship (Onuf and Onuf, Halperin) or for the lack of 
effective citizenship because of economic domination (Sassen). While they serve 
to point out conditions that promoted or inhibited democracy in the past, these 
claims do not provide either necessary or sufficient conditions for robust citizen-
ship in the current form of politics. Finally, I consider more directly political 
objections to cosmopolitan projects (Mouffe, Hobson, Aradau and Huysmans). 
Their arguments propose alternative understandings, alternative practices and 
alternative subjects of democracy. While they develop alternative forms and 
possibilities, they seem to sacrifice the core of democracy, the capacity for self- 
rule, for conceptions that substitute the penumbra for the core and thus stylize 
democracy as essentially counter- institutional rather than institutional, a move 
which begins to undermine the crucial issues of democracy today, such as the 
question of the relevant constituency. It is no surprise that I agree with Bray 
when he argues that pragmatism can accomplish such a transformative form of 
democratic politics. But in order to judge among various, hypothetical transfor-
mations of existing practices, various tests of adequacy and feasibility need to be 
developed, such as increased capacity to solve deep problems like climate 
change that cut across local, transnational and global levels. Such forward- 
looking thinking is often absent in these contributions, with little basis for devel-
oping alternatives. While different theoretical proposals are mentioned and 
criticized, no systematic account of the various alternatives is provided. Before 
turning to the central issues around which these contributions revolve, I want to 
develop the main arguments of the three most significant proposals that aim at 
transforming democracy in the global era and then offer an alternative.



Conclusion  193

Cosmopolitanism and democracy: some theoretical 
alternatives
In this section, I consider the main theories of cosmopolitan and transnational 
democracy beyond the nation state. Each of these three positions represents a 
plausible account of the sort of institutional mechanisms that could successfully 
convert the outcomes of democratic political processes into a framework of 
appropriate political power. While opposed substantively to each other, each of 
these theories fails for complementary reasons. An alternative account can be 
developed that incorporates the strengths of each while overcoming their funda-
mental weaknesses. Starting with David Held’s seminal contributions, we shall 
see that each theory makes various moral, social and institutional assumptions: 
moral assumptions to the extent that they are concerned with individuals and 
their life opportunities; social assumptions to the extent that each makes associ-
ations and institutions central, and, finally, political assumptions to the extent 
that they focus on specifically legal and political institutions that are necessary 
for some particular conception of democracy.
 David Held’s work on cosmopolitan democracy provides a more complete 
account than the other two minimalist democratic positions – those of Haber-
mas and Dryzek – that are explained below. It is also more closely tied to an 
empirical examination of the impacts of globalization than Habermas’s con-
ceptual claims, and thus does not so easily rely upon the metaphysical assump-
tions of a type of social contract theory. Not only does Held show how 
international society is already thickly institutionalized well beyond the 
systems of negotiation that Habermas makes central, he further recognizes that 
‘individuals increasingly have complex and multilayered identities, corre-
sponding to the globalization of economic forces and the reconfiguration of 
political power’ (Held 2002: 95). Such potentially overlapping identities are 
the basis for participation in global civil society, in non- governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) and in other transnational civil associations, movements and 
agencies that create opportunities for political participation at the global level. 
The chief advantages of Held’s approach over the other two approaches are 
thus threefold: an emphasis on a variety of institutions; a multiplicity of levels 
and sites for common democratic activity; and a focus on the need for organ-
ized political actors in international civil society to play an important role in a 
system of global democracy. For all these advantages, the self- legislating 
demos reappears in Held’s explicitly Lockean insistence that ‘the artificial 
person at the center of the modern state must be reconceived in terms of 
cosmopolitan public law’ (1995: 234).
 When does this artificial person become a demos with supreme power? In 
Held’s view, this political subject becomes more abstract. It is not manifested in 
individual legislative acts, but in making the global political framework itself the 
subject of the popular will and consent. Once legitimated, this political subject 
emerges within a ‘common structure for political action’ (1995: 231) that enables 
individuals and groups to pursue their individual and collective projects. The 
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framework itself functions as a would- be sovereign rather than a distributed 
process of will formation, since sovereignty is now ‘an attribute of democratic 
public law’. In order to reconstitute the community as sovereign, Held argues 
that particular demoi must submit to the will of the global demos: ‘cosmopolitan 
law demands the subordination of regional, national and local sovereignties to an 
overarching legal framework’. Held argues that such subordination is required 
so that an authoritative global demos can emerge (1995: 154; also, 236).
 This overarching legal framework raises a potential democratic dilemma for 
such a global demos. In order to be overarching, the framework must instantiate 
a hierarchy of authority. In order to be democratic, the common framework will 
have to pass through the collective will and reason of its citizens, thereby recre-
ating at the global level the contractual moment of a determinate ‘people’ grant-
ing each other their mutual rights. In willing the general framework, the exact 
character of the rights and obligations that the common structure of political 
action necessarily entails cannot be fully determined. At the same time, however, 
in order to be enforceable, these rights and duties must be specified in some way 
by an authoritative institution possessing the competence to do so, and thus it 
must act both legislatively and judicially. The dilemma can be put this way: if it 
acts judicially, it seems undemocratic; yet, if it acts legislatively, it has no special 
democratic status over other legitimately constituted legislative wills.
 Held’s demand for democratic control over ‘the overarching general legal 
framework’ creates a fundamental continuity between democracy within and 
beyond the nation state. But it does so at a high price. First, it makes second- 
order questions about the framework somehow different than first- order ones, 
matters to be settled impartially that somehow rise above the fray of everyday 
democratic conflicts. Higher- level international politics are thus adjudicative 
rather than deliberative. This introduces a fundamental disanalogy with other 
cases of democratic self- determination: no such separation exists in a constitu-
tional democracy that institutionalizes reflexivity by its openness to revision and 
amendment. At best, this legal framework recreates the weakness of the state 
within a dispersed international society, centring rather than decentring and dis-
persing democratic authority. Even if such a body were to exist, and even if it 
were somehow adequately representative, its judgements would always be made 
in terms of the particular modes of institutionalized representation that abstract 
from the relations and networks that make up international society. Such a dis-
persed and diverse polity requires a much more differentiated democratic struc-
ture, insofar as it cannot exercise the power of the demos without being a 
potential dominator. Although Held more recently in Global Covenant (2004) 
emphasizes multi- level and polycentric governance as necessary in the short and 
medium term much more than global parliamentary institutions, he still employs 
the same conception of cosmopolitan self- legislation as fundamental to a long- 
term global democratic order. In a word, in a period when even democracy in the 
state is disaggregated and decentred, the cosmopolitan conception of democracy 
seems to be insufficiently transformative, and its standard democratic institutions 
leave the problems of legitimacy unresolved.
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 The second conception is associated with the work of Habermas and is more 
strongly democratic, to the extent that it is guided by a particular ideal of a self- 
determining people who govern themselves by acts of legislation. Democracy 
on the nation state model connects three central ideas: that the proper political 
community is a bounded one; that it possesses ultimate political authority; and 
that this authority enables political autonomy, so that the members of the demos 
may ‘choose freely the conditions of their own association’ (Held 1995: 145). 
The normative core of this conception of democracy is the conception of 
freedom articulated in the third condition: that the subject of the constraints of 
law is free precisely in being the author of the laws. Far from being an avowed 
liberal, Habermas argues for ‘decentring’ democracy under the conditions of 
pluralism and complexity. If this applies to the modern state, then it would 
seem that cosmopolitan democracy would take this trend even further. Yet, 
when discussing ‘postnational’ legitimacy, Habermas clearly makes self- 
determination by a singular demos the fundamental normative core of the demo-
cratic ideal.
 In both The Postnational Constellation and more recent essays on the EU, 
Habermas seeks to accommodate wider institutional pluralism (2001: 113–93). 
Still, he cannot have it both ways. When considering various disaggregated and 
distributed forms of transnational political order, he describes them in non- 
democratic terms, as a ‘negotiating system’ governed by fair bargaining.1 This is 
because he clearly and indeed surprisingly accepts that self- determination 
through legislation is the deciding criterion of democracy, leaving negotiation 
among democracies as the fundamental form of political activity at the trans-
national level. Even given that this demos is at best a civic one, he nonetheless 
links the possibility of a ‘postnational democracy’ to a shared and therefore par-
ticular political identity, without which, he contends, we are left with mere 
‘moral’ rather than ‘civic’ solidarity. According to Habermas, even if such a 
political community is based on the universal principles of a democratic consti-
tution, ‘it still forms a collective identity, in the sense that it interprets and real-
izes these principles in light of its history and in the context of its own particular 
form of life’ (2001: 107). Without a common ethical basis, institutions beyond 
the state must look to a ‘less demanding basis for legitimacy in the organiza-
tional forms of an international negotiation system’, the deliberative processes of 
which will be accessible to various publics and to organizations in international 
civil society (2001: 109).
 More recently, he argues that regulatory political institutions at the global 
level could only be effective if they take on features of governance without 
government, even if human rights as juridical statuses must be constitutional-
ized in the international system (Habermas 2006: 135–9). This less demanding 
standard of legitimacy does not include a sufficient capacity to deliberate about 
the terms governing the political authority of the negotiation system itself. This 
position is transnational, but ultimately non- democratic, primarily because it 
restricts its robust deliberative democracy to the level of the nation state. The 
stronger criteria for democracy are not applied outside the nation state, where 
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governance is only indirectly democratic and left to negotiations and policy net-
works. Furthermore, the commitment to human rights as legal statuses pushes 
him in the direction of David Held’s fundamentally legal form of political 
cosmopolitanism.
 The third position can be called ‘transnational’ rather than cosmopolitan, 
precisely because it rejects the traditional state model in favour of a ‘bottom-
 up’ strategy that promotes a robust transnational civil society as the non- 
juridical basis for an alternative to the subordination of citizens to a common 
framework of public law. This account rejects the analogy to democracy in the 
nation state tout court, seeing its development as one of an ever- declining 
democracy rather than a threshold to be met by international institutions. 
According to John Dryzek, its leading proponent, ‘there are imperatives that all 
states must meet’ that are located in the core areas of its functioning, including 
economic growth, social control and legitimation. These imperatives impose 
‘structural limitations’ on the state’s public orientation in matters of policy 
(Dryzek 2000: 93). Among these are the structural limitations of capital on 
redistributive policies, now exacerbated by the mobility of capital in globaliza-
tion. In the international arena, Dryzek’s approach is further supported by the 
increasing importance of NGOs and the emergence of transnational public 
spheres, consisting primarily of informal networks of association and commu-
nication.2 It is also supported by the emergence of various international 
‘regimes’, that is, agreements about the rules and decision- making procedures 
that regulate specific activities or domains, including commercial whaling, the 
rights of children, nuclear accidents, and so on.
 As with Held’s insistence on an ‘overarching framework’, this shift to informal 
networks and weak publics also comes at a high price for democracy. The com-
plementary weakness to Held’s juridical model derives from the fact that on 
Dryzek’s account transnational democracy can only be ‘contestatory’. Dryzek thus 
ends up with a kind of institutional minimalism that also elides the dimension of 
active and empowered citizenship. This is most evident in the following sort of 
claim: ‘Most of the government that does exist (in the form of organizations such 
as the UN, WTO or the EU) is not at all democratic, which suggests that trans-
national democrats might usefully focus their efforts on governance’ in which civil 
society already has a large contestatory and discursive role (Dryzek 2000: 133). 
But why should we call this mixture of formal and informal institutions ‘demo-
cratic’ even in some minimal sense? What is the alternative means by which those 
who suffer injustice in the current system can convert their claims into effective 
political power? Lacking any clear account of how the powerless are able to 
entrench their claims institutionally, contestation is not the proper activity that the 
dominated require. The same is true of Held’s more maximalist account, since the 
kind of institutional framework that he develops, while differentiated and multi- 
levelled does not address the issue of the appropriate active powers of citizenship 
sufficient for democratization in the international sphere. The minimum here must 
be sufficient to contain within it not only the constitutive features of democratic 
citizenship, but also the necessary conditions for non- domination.
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 These criticisms of the range of possible theories of democracy beyond the state 
suggest a fourth, more adequate alternative: it must be institutional, political, 
democratic and transnational. The first two features are necessary for the theory to 
be of the appropriate type, minimal or not. The first question is then: should these 
institutions be cosmopolitan or transnational in scope? Cosmopolitan democracy 
does not sufficiently transform current international practice, precisely because its 
top- down account of fundamentally legal global institutions requires a new global 
demos, not a democracy of demoi. In this respect, transnational democracy is the 
preferred alternative. At the same time, Dryzek’s bottom- up version does not 
provide any basis for an institutional elaboration of the context of transnational cit-
izenship. A normatively richer alternative is to reject both bottom- up and top- down 
approaches in favour of an approach that emphasizes vigorous interactions 
between publics and institutions as the ongoing source of democratic change and 
institutional innovation. Here deliberation replaces contestation as the proper 
democratizing activity. An adequate theory must in this respect be more like 
Held’s cosmopolitanism, with its well- articulated multi- levelled institutional struc-
ture. While I defend a different way of developing this basic sort of institutional 
structure, it is hard to see how any conception of transnational democracy can 
avoid using its general structural features. The best proposals for a distinctively 
multi- level and transnational democracy preserve the best features of these other 
conceptions, while overcoming their fundamental weaknesses.
 Despite a pervasive scepticism about the scope of democracy that runs across 
many of the contributions to this book, I will consider the arguments made in the 
various chapters in order to further the construction of an achievable form of multi-
 level and transnational democracy. This procedure will include contributions that 
are critical of the very idea of cosmopolitan or transnational democracy, since 
these criticisms may help in interrogating the possibilities of a viable conception of 
democracy beyond the state. Of course, the different contributions are concerned 
with differing conceptions and aspects of democracy in world politics. There will 
also be methodological issues concerning just how we can interrogate the possibil-
ities for a transformed conception of democracy. The contributions to this volume 
are very often sceptical of claims about democracy beyond the state. Yet, while 
these arguments often capture cogent criticisms of some particular conception of 
postnational democracy, they do not necessarily apply to all such conceptions. In 
fact, these criticisms generally tend to focus on ‘liberalism’ or particular versions 
of transnational or cosmopolitan democracy. With some exceptions (such as Clark 
and Onuf and Onuf ), the failure to address the variety of postnational forms of 
democracy often leads to criticisms that leave the conception of democracy unclear 
and thus very often miss as many targets as they hit.

Democracy and international society
Even if theorists recognize that there is a variety of approaches to extending 
democracy beyond the state, an important issue concerns what it is that the 
new forms of democracy are supposed to be replacing. As Clark points out, 
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democracy has not been the central concern of most of the international institu-
tions for most of the twentieth century; it is not even mentioned in the charters 
of the League of Nations and the UN. The results of introducing democracy 
could bring ‘acute tensions’ in ‘international society’, manifesting ‘a form of 
exclusion even when international society may have a preference for inclusion’ 
(Clark, this volume). On the one hand, once the inclusive character of the inter-
national society norm of democracy becomes more widespread and potentially 
universal, it could be seen as the result of ‘normative deepening and integration’. 
But in doing so, such a norm could undermine the pluralism that is the hallmark 
of international society and the basis of its attempt to create collective security 
among all states. Yet, as important as the ideal of an inclusive international 
society has been, the practice of these institutions has hardly followed this norm, 
as when it favours powerful states in decision- making bodies such as the Secur-
ity Council. The net result of a fully inclusive international society within insti-
tutional arrangements might mean a net loss in problem- solving capabilities. At 
the same time, the creation of a core of democratic states in which democracy is 
more fully realized and a periphery of states whose democracies are deficient in 
some way undermines the ideal of inclusiveness. We might call this the ‘interna-
tionalist dilemma’ of Wilsonian international democracy as a basis for a peaceful 
and inclusive international society. An inclusive international society is funda-
mentally an informal requirement and permits actors to make claims directly on 
each other on the basis of widely shared and informal norms. Civil society is 
thus a central part of international society. It is, however, easy to mistake such 
recognition with the legal recognition of a capacity to make binding claims.
 International society is but one of many competing conceptions of the basis 
for a peaceful world order. Kant proposed a distinctly cosmopolitan solution: the 
reorganization of political power in an international system organized through 
the constraints of cosmopolitan law. In one form or another, this realistic utopia 
of peace has informed the formation of the international system, culminating in 
the emergence of international law and a zone of peaceful relations among 
democracies since 1945. This conception does not see the emergence of demo-
cratic or republican states as sufficient for peace, and certainly war is not a plau-
sible means to achieve it. Indeed, at this juncture the instrumental use of 
democracy as a cause of preventive war has served to undermine the democratic 
peace and even the democratic quality of the states that engage in such wars. In 
this situation a different end is required: the formation of institutions by which 
democratic states and the international system may become more democratic in 
a mutually reinforcing way.
 The idea that democracy may be a just cause for war starts with some plausi-
ble premises. The first is that democracy has now become a genuinely universal 
value, capable of being realized anywhere in the world. As many of the chapters 
in this book point out, this claim usually focuses on a single, liberal form of 
democracy. While certainly plausible, this premise ignores the vast social scient-
ific literature concerning the background conditions for establishing democracy, 
which led many previous discussions of ‘development’ to argue that democracy 
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should be a long- term rather than a short- term goal. If overthrowing a tyrannous 
and non- democratic government could alone create democracy, then there seems 
to be no moral objection to doing so. Second, democratic states have an interest 
in making this come about: once they are democracies, these states no longer 
belong to the list of potential enemies. Finally, promoting democracy by force is 
also made possible by the overwhelming hegemonic power of the United States, 
as an effective agent for such change. As an additional justification of this policy 
of war on non- democracies as a means to promote security is the obvious benefit 
that such an outcome would bring to the citizens of new democracies. Daniele 
Archibugi has called this idea of the democratic peace ‘universal democracy’ (as 
opposed to a cosmopolitan democracy), in which the goal is for ‘the whole world 
to become democratic’, as Larry Diamond puts it.3
 Clark’s discussion of this movement away from sovereignty- based pluralism 
toward a normative style of international society shows the perils of exclusion 
for international society, making it ‘more limited and certainly unequal’ (this 
volume: 39). Furthermore, once the hierarchy becomes translated into a distinc-
tion between those inside the zone of democratic peace and those still in anarchy 
outside it, then the zone of peace will cease to expand across this frontier without 
the use of force. One of the great innovations of eighteenth- century republican 
theories of security was ‘to refer to Europe as a whole as a republic’ and to see it 
as ‘a complex system for restraining both anarchy and hierarchy’.4 The problem 
here is not so much with adopting normative criteria of membership, but with 
the very idea of a non- tyrannical and benevolent hierarchy, whether domestic or 
international, which is unrealistically utopian, especially as we move from rela-
tively independent states to a globally interconnected world. In this sense, there 
is no obvious inherent tension between the universal inclusion of international 
society and the emergence of this kind of multi- level political order that is 
common to the political proposals of Held or Habermas. Such a political order 
would in the end provide a genuine political mechanism of inclusion and secur-
ity only if it would promote rather than reduce the pluralism of international 
society. It is true that theorists like Held do not appeal to international society as 
a source of norms, and this makes his top- heavy juridical conception less attrac-
tive to the less powerful. Rather than something threatened by democratization, 
a robust international society would be more likely to flourish in a democratic 
multi- level order than it would within a democracy confined to a single state.
 To make this point another way, consider a somewhat idealized picture of the 
European Union. The EU polity is not understood in terms of the self- governance 
of citizens as members of a single demos, but rather in terms of multiple and 
overlapping demoi; the regime is then not such that all must participate in the 
same set of institutions or suffer the consequences of a uniform policy. As a unit 
of other units, it is difficult to square the nature of the Europolity with demo-
cracy as it is standardly conceived, except by seeing all member states as collec-
tively constituting the demos of a common regime, which is then split into 
various levels of increasing scale. More than simply adding a new layer of 
authority, the EU provides a way to redefine the interactive relationships among 
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the local, the national and the supranational levels of scale. If this reconstruction 
of the process of European political integration is correct, it also follows that a 
more unitary democratic structure would be not be the best way to realize demo-
cracy in a multi- level polity. While transnational conceptions of democracy may 
be motivated by issues of security and violence, they need not embrace the idea 
of a Concert of Democracies or think that the democratic peace hypothesis ought 
to guide democratic practices. It leaves out the important role of informal norms 
that emerge in civil society in a variety of areas, such as in Northern Ireland 
where cross- cutting groups that were both local and international helped to 
sustain and support the eventually successful peace process. At the same time, 
pluralism runs up against its limits when international society faces issues such 
as climate change in the face of state inaction. Political integration seems una-
voidable, so that the issue should be how to accomplish it in as democratic a way 
as possible.
 Onuf and Onuf (this volume) focus some of their criticism on the naiveté of 
‘liberal’ democratic peace theorists and argue that many have assumed that 
democracy is a means to social peace. In fact, following Tocqueville, they argue 
that the system of states that emerged from the transition to democratic states ‘is 
war prone or indeed failing by virtue of its irrelevance to productive forces in the 
world economy, that the modern world has reached its limits and may indeed 
have already over reached itself ’ (this volume: 18). Neither IR theory nor liberal 
institutionalism has helped much in understanding where we have come. Their 
solution is to appeal to Tocqueville, for whom democracy did not ‘carry the 
normative baggage that liberal institutionalists now impute to it as they imagine 
an emergent condition, with equality linked to rights, the rule of law and limited 
government’. More important than its constitutional government, ‘the character 
of the people and not its constitutional contrivances alone explains the extra-
ordinary coexistence and reciprocal reinforcement of equality and liberty in 
America’ (this volume: 26). Rather than seeing democracy as ameliorative, Toc-
queville, they claim, foresaw the emergence of national democratic regimes and 
a geopolitics of ‘great nations’ contending for domination. The new ameliorists 
similarly fail to see the state of the world made worse by naive cosmopolitan 
aspirations that falsely idealize the revolutionary past and do not take into 
account the violence inherent in democratic politics.
 Onuf and Onuf would of course be correct to say that all the broadly cosmo-
politan and transnational thinkers that I discussed in this and the last section 
attempt to rekindle the embers of the period of the democratic revolutions or 
endorse a form of liberal utopianism. Following Daniel Deudney, the history of 
the United States (or of Europe after the Second World War) could be told quite 
differently. Indeed, their analysis of US federalism ‘blurring the line between the 
domestic and the international’ (and for this reason seeming to be ‘less than 
modern’) could be told quite differently, as more than modern; the same is true 
for the structural institutional solutions to the problem of size that made it pos-
sible for the US to become a continental state that does not easily conform to the 
one- sided (Deudney 2007: 173), Toquevillian picture of the history of American 
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democracy offered here. I do not have the space to develop the alternative 
account, but the emergence of aggressive democracies in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries can only first come into view as problematic for democracy 
in light of the republican and liberal forms cosmopolitan tradition that they 
simply dismiss. This tradition is not peripheral to the practices of the American 
republic, nor is it somehow benighted and impractical, but is at the core of the 
American republican tradition from Madison to Wilson to Roosevelt. Realizing 
shared liberty in a ‘republic of republics’ proved to be a difficult task and 
required nothing short of a new political order. Indeed, the American founders 
referred to a novus ordo saeclorum, a new order from the ages that was neither 
like early republican city state nor the ‘bloated’ states of Europe. I can only 
briefly sketch an alternative and cosmopolitan picture of the American republic.
 Such a Union of States would be possible only if each were to become a 
republic, and if the Union itself overcame anarchy and developed into ‘an altern-
ative to the European Westphalian system rather than an oddly constituted state 
within it’ (Deudney 2007: 362). Madison, Hamilton and others thought of them-
selves in a long line of republican thinkers whose innovations would overcome 
the limitations of the Roman Republic and other classical models while also 
avoiding the problem of the patterns of violence and conflict that had become 
regularized in the European system of states. As articulated by ‘Publius’ (the pen 
name for Madison, Hamilton and Jay) in the Federalist Papers, the American 
republic offered a solution to the problems of the Westphalian system of hierar-
chical states in which security can only be attained by sacrificing liberty. For the 
international relations theorist Daniel Deudney, the founding of the United States 
also decisively broke intellectually with the impasses of previous republics and 
‘was nothing less than the climax of early modern republican security theory’ 
(2007: 161).
 Accordingly, the republic of republics should not be thought of as a unitary 
entity, as Kant does, but as divided and distributed within a multi- level system. 
In a transnational federation of this sort, popular sovereignty could be distrib-
uted across many different processes and locations, some running in parallel as 
might be the case when many different bodies deliberate about the same 
problem. In fact, this very problem of the sovereignty of distinct peoples and 
states is already operating at various levels of organization and interdependence 
and is thus the very problem that motivates Madison’s conception of a plural or 
‘compound republic’, even as sovereignty and all authority rests with the 
people. In the next section, I argue that the forms of republicanism developed 
from the anti- imperial tradition aim at securing shared liberty for all and does 
so by reformulating classical modern republicanism as a kind of government 
without the state, even if its authority rests only in the people whose sover-
eignty is distributed throughout and across all of the institutions of the Union of 
republics. The enduring importance of these ideas can be found in a variety of 
forms of political cosmopolitanism, including liberal internationalism as a con-
tinuation of this republican tradition, in terms of which many of the Toquevil-
lian arguments seem to tell a very incomplete story about the role of plural 
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republics and liberal internationalism in shaping institutions that avoid the twin 
evils of anarchy and despotism. On the republican reading that I have sketched 
here, these developments show the US had failed to become a republic and 
instead became the very hierarchical European state it had tried to avoid.

Against liberalism
However different the various conceptions of global democracy on offer may be, 
the primary opponent of many of them is ‘liberal democracy’, some version of 
the more or less standard picture of democracy as consisting of a constitutional 
state based on elections with entrenched rights for citizens. Despite their aware-
ness of different models of democracy beyond the state, Aradau and Huysmans 
insist that communicative and cosmopolitan models of ‘global and regional 
democracy should be understood in terms of the question of whether or not and 
how it is possible to scale up national institutions’ (this volume: 153). Similarly, 
for Mouffe, the only way out of our current predicament is by ‘abandoning the 
claim that democratization should consist in the global implementation of the 
Western liberal democratic model’, (this volume: 125) especially given the fact 
that in the development of the particular Western conception of human rights 
‘the Judeo- Christian tradition played a central role’. While it may be true, as 
Mouffe notes, that this particular model of democracy is not the only legitimate 
way of organizing human affairs, to argue that the origin of such a conception 
exhausts its validity risks committing the genetic fallacy. Indeed, liberal rights 
such as freedom of conscience have surpassed their religious and Western 
origins. Freedom of religion has only been recognized by the Catholic Church as 
recently as the twentieth century. Nor is it true, as Aradau and Huysmans claim, 
that cosmopolitan and communicative approaches to democracy respond to 
mobility and migration ‘as socio- economic flows which create a need for scaling 
up democratic structures of accountability or discursive legitimation’ (this 
volume: 153). It seems very plausible that democracy needs to be thought of ‘in 
terms of relations of mobility themselves’. As a consequence, building new insti-
tutional structure should instead be seen as essential to making novel democratic 
responses to mobility possible, where the rights of non- citizens are recognized 
and enforced. If mobility is to be thought of as a democratic practice and a chal-
lenge to existing democracies, then its democratic effects will surely be 
institutional.
 Similarly, Hobson urges that we go beyond liberalism by recognizing that we 
have lost sight of the fact that ‘for the majority of democracy’s past, opinion has 
generally sided with Disraeli, regarding it as a dangerous and unstable form of 
rule that inevitably led to anarchy or despotism’ (this volume: 66). Liberalism is 
the main culprit in forgetting the past and constructing a narrative of inevitable 
progress, so that ‘it is a liberal vision that largely structures our mental horizons 
of what democracy is, and can be’ (Hobson, this volume: 66). Even as ‘the end 
of history’ fad seems to have lost all intellectual respectability, Hobson still sees 
its basic doctrines as informing the current liberal view of democracy in the 
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present. His alternative offers a radical historization and relativization of demo-
cracy as dependent on contingency and accident rather than universal history, 
the first step of which is to revive ‘the much longer tradition of thought which 
saw it as something deeply problematic, and very distinct from liberalism’ 
(Hobson, this volume: 67). This same distinction is important to non- liberal 
accounts of democracy, such as republicanism, for whom the modern republic is 
neither simply liberal nor merely the rule of the many, but rather looks for ways 
in which popular sovereignty is distributed across institutional locations. There 
are already important strands of democratic theory that consider the case for 
democracy without appealing to liberalism. Anti- democratic traditions do not 
only reject liberalism, but democracy itself, and as such are much less useful in 
rethinking present practices.
 To see this point against the anti- liberals, republican thinkers have long 
argued against the ways in which liberalism was unable to solve the problem of 
hierarchy at home and anarchy abroad. Liberalism, republicans argued, did not 
develop a robust enough conception of popular sovereignty. In republican con-
stitutions the separation of powers and other procedures for voting and represen-
tation suggest that popular sovereignty is possible even in the absence of direct 
democracy or direct popular rule. In a transnational federation of this sort, 
popular sovereignty could be distributed across many different levels, processes 
and locations, some running in parallel as might be the case when many different 
bodies deliberate about the same problem. The freedom that it sought to estab-
lish is not liberal freedom from interference, but freedom from domination, that 
is, being subjected to the arbitrary will of another, including the potentially des-
potic multitude that exercises domination over non- citizens. Despite its recent 
revival and extendibility to cosmopolitan forms of government, republican 
thought is surprisingly absent here, despite its criticism of existing democracy as 
unable to realize freedom as non- domination.
 By reintroducing the important ideal of freedom as non- domination, republi-
cans such as Philip Pettit have altered the political landscape around democracy. 
For quite some time, cosmopolitanism has been associated with liberalism. 
While it is widely assumed that liberalism has a nationalist and a republican 
form, a similar conceptual space for cosmopolitan republicanism is only now 
being developed, even as many Enlightenment defenders of republicanism were 
long opponents of empires for their grave injustices, and for undermining polit-
ical freedom and community at home and abroad. As historians such as Anthony 
Pagden and Sankar Muthu have shown, a striking feature of eighteenth- and 
nineteenth- century republican thought is the development of a transnational form 
of political community as an alternative to colonial empires; this rejection of 
European colonialism lead to an embrace of a much stronger and egalitarian 
form of democracy than early modern republicans. Enlightenment republicans 
saw a clear negative feedback relationship between the expansion of centralized 
and executive powers through colonialism and robust and active powers of 
citizenship within the borders of free states. Thus, this critique of the imperial 
tendencies of states had enormous practical significance for the institutional 
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design of any contemporary republic and the location for the proper exercise of 
citizenship. Liberal democracy is but one form that emerges from the develop-
ment of the modern republic.
 From Mouffe’s anti- universalist and agonistic approach to democracy in a 
multipolar world, a quite different problem emerges. Instead of a lack of deter-
minacy, Mouffe wants to shape a multipolar world structured around large con-
tinental units, the purpose of which is to preserve the pluralism from the 
levelling uniformity cosmopolitan schemes. Cosmopolitanism of any sort is de 
facto inimical to diversity, so that only if we accept the premise of the parlance 
of hegemony will we ‘realise that to accept a diversity of political forms of 
organisation will be conducive to peace and stability than the enforcement of a 
universal model’ (this volume: 129). Because of its metaphysical commitment to 
objectivity, liberal rationalism ‘cannot apprehend the process of the construction 
of political identity’, which ‘at the same time is the condition of the impossibil-
ity of a society from which antagonism would have been eliminated’ (this 
volume: 119). Cosmopolitanism, she argues, negates this irreducible dimension 
of the political. But in articulating her alternative, the result is surprising: ‘envis-
aging a world of hegemonic blocks requires relinquishing the idea that they need 
to be parts of an encompassing moral and political unit’ (this volume: 122). 
Instead, they will be parts of particular hegemonic blocs in which reaching con-
sensus is possible, primarily because they are based on shared culture and reli-
gion that become the basis of regional interpretations of democracy. Besides 
assuming the desirability of the absence of pluralism in various hegemonic 
blocs, Mouffe’s proposal seems to reproduce the worst non- cooperative logic of 
the Cold War period.
 It does not seem likely that the political relations across these hegemonic blocs 
will be peaceable. In fact, various cosmopolitan alternatives seem vastly better and 
less prone to internal and external violence. This kind of order seems to eliminate 
any hope for an international society and the creation of norms across the hegem-
onic regimes. Second, it seems less likely that pluralism will survive under these 
conditions, to the extent that internal antagonisms would likely be heightened by 
their religious character. In fact, it gives to religion a greater role than it currently 
plays in political life in much of the non- Western world. To put it another way, 
secularity is not somehow balanced by theocracy. It is hard to see how such an 
account, which promises to create new forms of religious diversity, would flourish 
under more universal forms of political organization in which freedom of con-
science is recognized as a minimum condition. How might this kind of political 
subject be organized differently? Weiler ambiguously describes the EU as a com-
munity in first- personal terms as ‘a people, even if he immediately adds ‘a people, 
if you wish, of others’ (Weiler 1999: 268ff.). Thus, the requirements of a differen-
tiated institutional structure hold for the same democratic reasons, so that regard-
less of the scale of the polity: the major difference is that the EU is ‘a polity of 
others’, a polity of demoi rather than a fictive religious demos. Most proponents of 
such forms of democracy now recognize the problems with the multi- level charac-
ter of feasible forms of postnational democratic rule.
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Historical analyses and empirical objections
An interesting feature of the interrogation of democracy through diverse social 
scientific perspectives is that it should be able to bring historical and empirical 
questions to bear upon the issues of new forms of democracy outside of the state. 
For example, Aradau and Huysmans attempt to show the importance of trans-
national mobility for democracy, where ‘practices of mobility are not just flows 
or networks upon which democratic institutions act but that they are an imma-
nent part of democratic politics’, where mobility itself is ‘a democratic practice’. 
Mobility becomes ‘entwined with democracy’ through a ‘double inscription of 
equality via rights and mass mobilization’ (Aradau and Huysmans, this volume: 
154). Sassen argues that cosmopolitan and transnational democracy have forgot-
ten about the fundamental deep structural inequality of workers in all existing 
forms of democracy, an inequality that has been a pervasive part of capitalism 
for centuries, including the forms of capitalism instituted in liberal democratic 
regimes. Brief periods of gain by workers in the twentieth century have become 
undone, so that we now should ask the question whether these ‘foundational 
inequalities were indeed systemic, wired into the functioning of capitalism itself. 
One open question is whether they are also wired into the functioning of liberal 
democracy’ (Sassen, this volume: 82) (once again). Yet, Halperin provides con-
trary evidence, that after 1914 ‘labour became unified through its mobilization, 
not for industry but for war, and this was decisive to the achievement of demo-
cracy’ (Halperin, this volume: 47). Workers thus do not seem to be ‘foundation-
ally unequal subject[s]’, but have made significant gains democratically by 
means of mass armies. Each of these gives us very different accounts of possible 
democratic futures. Whereas Halperin argues in republican fashion for electoral 
enfranchisement and oppositional rights, Sassen wants to extend rights to various 
kinds of collective actors. How could these rights be realized in such a way as to 
go beyond current democratic practices?
 With regard to Aradau and Huysmans, a central issue turns on whether or not 
they have shown that mobility is a democratic practice, or a social phenomenon 
that is both made possible by democracy and that potentially transforms it. By 
analogy to money’s capacity to realize ‘egalitarian ideals and relations to the 
stranger at the heart of society’ (this volume: 155), Aradau and Huysmans 
develop an account of the effects of mobility, ‘in which it become[s] political 
through claims to abstract rights and mass or “mob” mobilisation’ (this volume: 
155). The analogy has a grain of truth, but seems to fail to capture the realities of 
either labour in capitalism or mass migration. Despite its abstraction, money 
does not abstract from concrete social relations sufficiently to challenge their 
domination. In the case of transnational mobilities, the abstraction is toward uni-
versal rights, where mobile people do ‘disrupt structures of power by claiming 
rights upon private and public authorities’ (this volume: 157). Yet, at the same 
time the reality of such people’s lives is that they have the status of ‘illegal 
persons’ and without documentation are unable to make claims effectively or to 
obtain access to many government services and legal protections. By having no 
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political statuses they are subject to domination and abuse by private individuals 
and public authority. In order to see mobility as an inherently democratic prac-
tice, it would be necessary to show the way in which mobile people still lack the 
capacity to make claims; indeed, basic norms of the rule of law are fundament-
ally violated when illegality is pervasive in a democratic society.5 In this case, 
there are resources in the liberal constitutional tradition, in which all residents 
have the status of persons, as seen in the 14th Amendment of the United States 
Constitution and in the person amendments of the Bill of Rights. As David 
Weissbrodt warns us, even with an extensive framework in international law 
protecting the rights of non- citizens, ‘there remains a disjuncture between pre-
scribed rights and the realities that non- citizens must face’ (2008: 2).
 Perhaps it is possible that political subjects emerge that are not just rights- 
claiming individuals, but also the mob or the multitude that stands outside of 
social relations. It is hard to see just why the capacity of the masses ‘to mobilise 
numbers into a political force that can disrupt the ruling state of affairs’ (Aradau 
and Huysmans, this volume: 161) ought to be understood as democratic or even 
as aiming at democracy. It is certainly true that there are limits to the law in its 
capacity to incorporate rightless persons or to eliminate the structural possibility 
of domination of citizens over non- citizens. Even if an actor who engages in 
mobilization takes ‘equality as a maxim of action’ in some broad sense, that 
actor’s aim is first of all to achieve a particular level of countervailing power. 
The multitude is outside the law and hence may be in a democracy, but not of 
democracy. Once they make demands of democracy, their maxim becomes 
equality, which in turn becomes a general demand for citizenship status. Rather 
something else is at stake, more akin to Hegel’s more basic demand that indi-
viduals be treated as persons and be recognized as having the status of persons.
 Issues related to the practices of mobility and mobilization also emerge in 
both Halperin’s and Sassen’s chapters, and their conclusions are remarkably dif-
ferent. Halperin argues that the mass mobilization of workers for the two world 
wars ‘was decisive to the achievement of democracy’ (this volume: 47) ensuring 
the extensions of the franchise and inclusive participation in the political process. 
Schumpeter agrees with this assessment, noting that the decisive shift was pre-
pared by the Second World War. But for Sassen, such periods of equality are 
little more than momentary lapses of ‘the foundational inequality built into the 
making and legitimating of those two subjects’ (this volume: 82) that has sur-
vived all the various supposed transformations and democratizations. Halperin 
follows Polanyi and argues that this is not the result of the opening up of a 
market, but in ‘embedding’ the economy within a territory. Sasssen supplies 
impressive evidence in the law of the limited rights of labour, although most of 
this evidence is prior to the Second World War. The issue between them is this: 
is there a kind of deep structure of capitalist economies that produces class- 
specific inequalities? Each looks at different kinds of evidence: Halperin dis-
cusses statistics related to the well- being of workers, while Sassen shows the 
ways in which workers lacked basic legal and economic rights. It seems to me 
that the real issue now is whether or not the achievements of the world wars are 
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sustainable, particularly when the labour processes are no longer embedded as 
they were for several decades after the Second World War. The way out of this 
problem is perhaps a new, non- territorial form of embedding, perhaps presaged 
by some of the ways in which the European Union protects economic rights at a 
Continental scale. If the presuppositions and exigencies associated with capital-
ist globalization always have in fact undermined the achievements of democracy, 
then the problem may be as much the continued acceptance of an inherited 
framework of territorially embedded national economies and bounded national 
citizenship that must be transformed.

Conclusion
To conclude, let me turn to the two chapters by Held and Bray. Except for these 
two chapters, the others have largely interrogated democracy within states or 
within the state- oriented international system. While these locations remain a 
necessary feature of any account of democracy today, they are no longer sufficient. 
While these institutional forms are not likely to disappear anytime soon, they are 
being transformed. If so, it is an important task for the social sciences of demo-
cracy to investigate the changes that are occurring within democratic states, such 
as new decision- making bodies and the increased prevalence of practices, such as 
mass mobility, which challenge democracy quite profoundly. Some of the chapters 
critically engage with cosmopolitan ideas, although they are usually cast entirely 
within the framework of criticisms of ‘liberal democracy’, and are often quite 
limited by this assumption. David Held was one of the first to point out these lim-
itations and to expand the state conception of democracy. At the same time, his 
innovative work made it possible for there to be many alternative conceptions, the 
discussion of which has been going on among political theorists and philosophers 
for some time. Some of these proposals also reject certain forms of liberal demo-
cracy as unsuited to cosmopolitan thinking and take their orientation from republi-
can thinking, giving central place to the ideal of freedom as non- domination.
 Contemporary cosmopolitan republicanism ought to be guided by the funda-
mental principle of popular sovereignty, which has its antecedents in both Euro-
pean and American federalism. Federalists such as Madison and Arendt laid the 
groundwork for a conception of plural and distributed popular sovereignty that is 
still applicable to contemporary transnational orders such as the EU. By pooling 
their sovereignty, such states promote rather than lose their freedom from domi-
nation. They avoid the risk of achieving security at the cost of freedom. With the 
emergence of the EU, for all its flaws, a new version of such a transnational 
order has been realized, this time with a stronger emphasis on more direct delib-
erative processes than the federalists would have allowed. With increasing global 
interdependence, it is time to revive this strand of political thought, with its 
unique attempt to unite a peaceful transnational order with popular democratic 
self- rule. In this respect, Dewey stands out among pragmatists for exploring 
these possibilities of democracy that goes beyond the machinery of the state. 
While Bray is correct that pragmatists seek to promote democracy as a means to 
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achieve ‘the ability of affected people to perceive and act upon’ the con-
sequences of social transaction, it is wrong to say that democracy should simply 
be allowed to ‘rise from below’ (this volume: 178). Such capacity requires insti-
tutions to organize such deliberation and decision making, if citizens are to have 
opportunities to exercise influence. ‘Democracy from below’ is not a substitute 
for institutions that distribute popular sovereignty.
 Except for Held, these studies largely ignore issues of new and sometimes 
novel institutional forms. The difficulties at stake have to do with its current basic 
structure: that is, as a system of multi- level government. Nick Bernard defines 
multi- level government as ‘a system of organizing public power divided into two 
or more layers of government, where each layer retains autonomous decision- 
making power vis- à-vis the others’ (2003: 3). In such a multi- level structure, there 
is no sovereignty in the classical sense: multi- level systems require abandoning 
the idea that there is but one supreme authority over a territory. On the standard 
view, a political unit is sovereign only if it has such a location from the exercise 
of ‘supreme authority’. But this is precisely what Bernard’s definition of multi- 
level systems denies, since power is instead divided, so that no other unit has final 
authority over the others; this means that there is no central locus of power and a 
clear hierarchy of levels (as there would be in a true federation. According to the 
account of transnational government as a multi- level system, there are now many 
different sources of law and lawmakers and in which there are many different 
constitutions rather than one overriding constitution as a whole. We can catch a 
glimpse of this possibility in Held’s chapter, in his discussion of an adequate 
basic structure that generates the necessary conditions for common democratic 
action for all those affected. To achieve this, any cosmopolitan order must enact 
‘a set of procedural principles for political life’. The discussion between Held and 
Bray marks a fundamental tension within democratic institutions between polit-
ical authority and popular sovereignty, a tension that remains constitutive of 
promising forms of multi- level democracy.

Notes
1 For an alternative account that sees such phenomena in terms of political networks, see 

Slaughter (2004).
2 This is precisely the theme of Dryzek’s most recent book, in which he claims that 

‘deliberative and democratic global politics can most fruitfully be sought in the more 
informal realm of international public spheres’. See Dryzek (2006: vii). For further dis-
cussion of these types of cosmopolitan and transnational democracy, see Bohman 
(2007).

3 See Archibugi (2007); Diamond (2003b). On the dismal historical evidence for demo-
cratization by force, see Cox et al. (2000); also Pei and Kasper (2003).

4 On the republican tradition of understanding international insecurity concerned with 
the dangers of hierarchy, see Deudney (2007: 16; 28–30). Deudney also shows that 
federalist institutions aim primarily at restricting hierarchy through promoting mixtures 
of forms of power. On the political cosmopolitanism typical of eighteenth- century 
Enlightenment republicanism, see Bohman (2008: 190–206). 

5 See Bohman (2009).
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