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Chantal Mouffe

Critical Artistic
Practices:
An Agonistic
Approach
sense’ is built and subjectivities are constructed. Such an approach reveals that
artistic practices constitute an important
terrain for the construction of political
identities and that they contribute to the
emergence of new forms of subjectivity.
It allows us to grasp the decisive role that
those practices could play in the counter- hegemonic struggle. What is at stake
in this struggle is indeed the transformation of ‘the common sense’, understood
as the space where specific forms of
subjectivity are constructed.
I want to clarify that the hegemonic
approach does not envisage the relation
between art and politics in terms of two
separately constituted fields, with art
on one side and politics on the other,
between which a relation would need
to be established. As I have repeatedly
emphasized, there is an aesthetic dimension in the political and there is a political
dimension in art. Indeed from the point of
view of the theory of hegemony, artistic
practices play a role both in the constitution and maintenance of a given symbolic
order or in its challenging, and this is why
such practices necessarily have a political dimension. The political, for its part,
concerns the symbolic ordering of social
relations, and this is where its aesthetic
dimension resides. This is why I do not
think it is appropriate to make a distinc-
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The central question that should be
asked by artists aiming to challenge the
status-quo is that of how artistic practices can still play a critical role in societies
in which every critical gesture is quickly
recuperated and neutralized by the dominant powers.
I would like to intervene in this debate
with some reflections about the way to
envisage the politics of artistic practices
from the perspective of the hegemonic
approach I have developed in my work.
By bringing to the fore the discursive
character of the social and the multiplicity of discursive practices through which
‘our world’ is constructed, the hegemonic approach is particularly fruitful when
it comes to apprehending the relations
between art and politics. It highlights the
fact that the construction of a hegemony
is not limited to traditional political institutions but also takes place in the multiplicity of places of what is usually called
‘civil society’. This is where, as Antonio
Gramsci showed, a particular conception
of the world is established and a specific
understanding of reality – which Gramsci refers to as the ‘common sense’ – is
defined, providing the terrain in which
specific forms of subjectivity are constructed. The domain of culture plays a
crucial role, according to Gramsci, as
one of the terrains where the ‘common

tion between art that is ‘political’ and art
that would supposedly be ‘non-political’.
The difference is better expressed in
terms of critical art.
Critical artistic practices are those
that contribute in a variety of ways to
unsettling the dominant hegemony and
which play a part in the process of disarticulation/rearticulation that characterizes counter-hegemonic politics.
Such counter-hegemonic politics aims at
targeting the institutions that secure the
dominant hegemony so as to bring about
profound transformations in the way they
function. This ‘war of position’ strategy
(Gramsci) comprises a diversity of practices and interventions operating in a
multiplicity of spaces: economic, legal,
political and cultural. In the present conjuncture, with the decisive role played
by the culture industries in the capitalist
process of reproduction, the cultural and
artistic terrain has become of ever-greater strategic importance as artistic and
cultural production is currently so vital
for capital valorization. This is due to the
increasing reliance of post-Fordist capitalism on semiotic techniques to create
the modes of subjectivation necessary
for its reproduction. As Foucault pointed
out, in modern production the control of
souls is crucial in governing affects and
passions because the forms of exploitation characteristic of the times when
manual labour was dominant have been
replaced by new ones that constantly
call for the creation of new needs and
incessant desires for the acquisition of
goods. To maintain its hegemony the
capitalist system needs to permanently mobilize people’s desires and shape
their identities; and the cultural terrain,
with its various institutions, occupies a
key position in this process. This is why
the hegemonic perspective asserts that
it is not by deserting the institutional
terrain that critical artistic practices
can contribute to the counter-hegemonic struggle but by engaging with it with
the aim of fostering dissent. What is at
stake in this struggle is the construction
of a multiplicity of what I call ‘agonistic’
spaces, where the dominant consensus
is subverted and where new modes of
identification are made available. By
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agonistic public spaces I mean public
spaces where conflicting points of view
are confronted without any possibility
of a final reconciliation. Such an agonistic view challenges the widespread
conception of the public space as a terrain in which one should aim at creating
consensus. It is therefore very different
from the concept of the ‘public sphere’
defended by Jürgen Habermas, who presented it as the site of deliberation aimed
at achieving rational consensus. To be
sure, Habermas has since accepted that,
given the limitations of social life, it is improbable such a consensus could effectively be reached and now sees his ‘ideal
situation of communication’ as a ‘regulative idea’. However, from the perspective
of the hegemonic approach, the impediments to the Habermasian ideal speech
situation are not empirical but ontological. Indeed, one of the main tenets of this
approach is that such a rational consensus is a conceptual impossibility because
it presupposes the availability of consensus without exclusion, which is precisely
what the hegemonic approach reveals to
be impossible.
I would like to specify that we are
never dealing with one single space. As
I understand it, agonistic confrontation
takes place in a multiplicity of discursive
surfaces, and public spaces are always
plural. I should also insist on a second
important point, which is that while there
is no underlying principle of unity and
no predetermined centre to this diversity of spaces, there exist diverse forms
of articulation among them and we are
never confronted with the kind of dispersion envisaged by some postmodernist
thinkers. Nor are we faced with the kind
of ‘smooth’ space found in Deleuze and
his followers. Public spaces are always
striated and hegemonically structured. A
given hegemony results from a specific
articulation of a diversity of spaces and
the hegemonic struggle also consists in
an attempt to create a different form of
articulation among public spaces.
For those who foster the creation
of agonistic public spaces, critical art
is constituted by manifold artistic practices aimed at bringing to the fore the
existence of alternatives to the current

post-political order. Its critical dimension consists in making visible what the
dominant consensus tends to obscure
and obliterate, giving a voice to those
who are silenced within the framework
of the existing hegemony. I would like to
stress that, according to such a perspective, critical artistic practices do not seek
to lift a supposedly false consciousness
so as to reveal the ‘true reality’. This
would be completely at odds with the
anti-essentialist premises of the theory
of hegemony, which rejects the very idea
of a ‘true consciousness’. It is always
through insertion in a plethora of practices, discourses and language games
that specific forms of individualities are
constructed. The transformation of political identities can never be the result of
a rationalist appeal to the true interests
of the subject. Such transformation consists rather in the inscription of the social
agent in practices that mobilize its affects
in a way that disarticulates the framework in which the dominant process of
identification is taking place in order to
bring about other forms of identification.
This means that for the construction of
oppositional identities it is not enough
simply to foster a process of ‘de-identification’ and that a second move is necessary. To insist only on the first move is
in fact to remain trapped in a problematic
proposition according to which the negative moment would be sufficient on its
own to bring about something positive
– as if new subjectivities were already
available and ready to emerge once the
weight of the dominant ideology is lifted.
Such a view, which informs many forms
of critical art, fails to come to terms with
the nature of the hegemonic struggle and
the complex process of the construction
of identities.
I contend that for all those who want
to intervene in the cultural and artistic
domain in a counter-hegemonic way it is
crucial to visualize artistic practices as
an articulation of discursive and affective elements. Contrary to rationalist approaches, such a perspective indicates
that it is not by reaching understanding
through concepts that artistic practices
are able to bring about a transformation
of subjectivity. Rather it is by their artic-
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ulation with affects that ideas can gain
real force and crystallize in desires. This
means that the impact of artistic practices should not be envisaged as occurring
directly at the cognitive level. The object
of artistic practices is not the production
of concepts but the production of sensations, and thus the cognitive/ conceptual
dimension should not be privileged. This
does not mean that there is no cognitive
dimension in artistic practices, but that
it is via the affective dimension that the
cognitive level should be reached. If we
want to visualize how artistic practices
can contribute to the subversion of the
dominant hegemony, it is necessary to
acknowledge their discursive/affective
character, conceiving them as providing affections able to modify subjective
structures.
For those who want to contribute to
a radical politics of counter-hegemonic
engagement with neo-liberal institutions,
one important task is to cultivate a multiplicity of practices that would erode the
common affects sustaining the current
neo-liberal hegemony. Those practices
should aim at fostering affects of a different nature. A counter-hegemonic politics
necessitates the creation of a different
regime of desires and affects so as to
bring about a collective will sustained
by common affects able to challenge the
existing order. This is what I understand
by the mobilization of passions, which I
take to be a condition of the success of a
progressive politics.
Unfortunately, left-parties generally do not understand the importance of
mobilizing passions in a democratic direction. They believe this is something
specific to the right and that they should
limit themselves to rational arguments
and deliberative procedures. This is why
they are not able to answer the challenges posed by the rise of right-wing populist movements whose success is linked
to the fact they understand much better
than the left that politics is always partisan and that it requires the creation of
an us/them relation. They are aware of
the importance of constructing collective political identities and of fostering
the development of a collective will. This
is what explains the growing success of

populists in many European countries
where they have managed to foster new
forms of collective identifications about
a notion of ‘the people’, constructed in a
way that curtails democracy instead of
radicalizing it. The best way to fight those
parties is not by condemning their appeal
to affects and accusing them of ‘populism’, however; it is a profound mistake
to claim that democratic politics must be
based exclusively on rational arguments
and that it is necessary to expel passions
from politics. I am convinced that such
a stand represents the main obstacle in
the elaboration of a strategy to challenge
our post-democratic condition. What is
at stake is the construction of a progressive collective able to crystallize affects
aimed at the deepening of democracy,
and critical artistic practices have a decisive role to play in this counter-hegemonic struggle.□
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