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RADICAL DEMOCRACY AND AGONISTIC POLITICS
ESSAY BY
CHANTAL MOUFFE

What should we think of the current revival of the communist idea among a group
of left intellectuals? Is the ‘communist hypothesis’ really necessary to envisage a
politics of emancipation? Do we have to see the egalitarian ideal as so intrinsically
linked to the horizon of communism that its future depends on bringing back such
a disputed model? Or is it time to envisage things in a different way.
While agreeing with the necessity to challenge the widely accepted claim that
the disastrous failure of the soviet model forces us to reject the entirety of the
emancipatory project, I do believe that there are important lessons to be learned
from this tragic experience and this calls for a serious rethinking of some central
tenets of the communist project. It would indeed be too easy to simply declare that
‘really existing socialism’ represents a flawed realization of an ideal that remains
to be truly implemented. To be sure, many of the reasons for which it went astray
could be avoided and the current conditions might provide a more favorable terrain. But some of the problems that it encountered cannot be reduced to a simple
question of application and they have to do with the way this ideal was conceptualized. To remain faithful to the ideals that inspired the different communist
movements, it is necessary to examine how they conceived their goal to understand
why those ideals could become so disastrously misled.
I am convinced that it is the very idea of ‘communism’ that needs to be problematized because it is strongly connoted with the anti-political vision of a society
where antagonisms would have been eradicated and where law, the state and other
regulatory institutions would have become irrelevant. The main shortcoming of
the Marxist approach lies in my view in its incapacity to acknowledge the crucial
role of the political. It is with the aim of remedying this shortcoming that in “Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. Towards a Radical Democratic Politics” written jointly
with Ernesto Laclau, we have taken issue with several key tenets of Marxism. The
book was originally published in 1985 and our motivation was both theoretical
and political. We wanted to intervene in the debate taking place at that time about
the nature of the new social movements and the role that they should play in the
socialist struggle. But our intention was also to offer new theoretical bases that
would enable us to understand the challenge facing radical politics. It was clear to
us that the difficulties that the left - both in its communist and social-democratic versions - was encountering at the time, came from its incapacity to grasp the
specificity of the democratic struggles that could not be reduced to issues of class.
We claimed that it was due to the essentialism and reductionism that informed
their approach and that it was necessary to elaborate a different one.
Bringing together insights from post-structuralism and from Antonio Gramsci,
we proposed an alternative approach, centered around the notion of the social as a
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discursive space, emphasizing the central role of the political moment in the structur-

achievement of a fully liberated society. This is why the myth of communism as a trans-

ation of society. Two key concepts, we argued, are needed to address the question of the

parent and reconciled society - which clearly implies the end of politics - needs to be

political: ‘antagonism’ and ‘hegemony’. Both notions point to the need to acknowledge

abandoned. At the difference of Marxism for which communism and the withering away

the dimension of radical negativity which manifests itself in the ever present possibili-

of the state logically entailed each other, according to our perspective, the emancipa-

ty of antagonism which impedes the full totalization of society and which forcloses the

tory project cannot be conceived any more as the elimination of power and the manage-

possibility of a society beyond division and power. This requires coming to terms with

ment of their affairs by social agents identified with the viewpoint of the social totality.

the lack of a final ground and the undecidability that pervades every order, envisaging

There will always be antagonism, struggles and partial opaqueness of the social.

society as the product of a series of practices whose aim is to establish order in a context of contingency. This means, in our vocabulary, recognizing the hegemonic nature

In posterior books: The Return of the Political, The Democratic Paradox and On the Political, I have

of every kind of social order. We call ‘hegemonic practices’ the practices of articula-

developed this reflection on ‘the political’, understood as the antagonistic dimension

tion through which a given order is created and the meaning of social institutions is

which is inherent in all human societies. I have proposed to distinguish between ‘the

fixed. Every order is therefore the temporary and precarious articulation of contingent

political’ and ‘politics’; ‘the political’ refers to this dimension of antagonism which can

practices. Things could always have been otherwise and every order is predicated on the

take many forms and can emerge in diverse social relations, a dimension that can never

exclusion of other possibilities. It is always the expression of a particular configura-

be eradicated; ‘politics’, on the other side, refers to the ensemble of practices, discourses

tion of power relations. What appears as the natural order is the result of sedimented

and institutions whose aim is to establish a certain order and to organize human coex-

hegemonic practices; it is never the manifestation of a deeper objectivity that would

istence in conditions which are always potentially conflicting because they are affected

be exterior to the practices that brought it into being. Every existing order is for this

by the dimension of ‘the political’.

reason susceptible of being challenged by counter-hegemonic practices, practices which
attempt to disarticulate it in order to install another form of hegemony.

The denial of ‘the political’ in its antagonistic dimension is, I contend, what impedes
most liberal theories to envisage politics in an adequate way. Indeed this antagonistic

Our discursive approach asserts the radical historicity of being and therefore the pure-

dimension cannot be made to disappear by simply denying it and wishing it away, which

ly human nature of truth without appealing to any transcendental ground. It envisages

is the typical liberal gesture; such negation only leads to impotence, an impotence

the world as an entirely social construction of human beings which is not grounded

which characterizes liberal thought when confronted with the emergence of antago-

on any metaphysical necessity external to it- neither God, not ‘essential forms’, nor the

nisms and forms of violence that, according to its theory belong to a bygone age when

‘necessary laws of history’. Such an approach requires acknowledging the dimension of

reason would not yet have managed to control the supposedly archaic passions.

‘the political’ as the ever present possibility of antagonism and coming to terms with
the lack of a final ground and the undecidability that pervades every order. Society

An important part of my work in the field of democratic political theory has been dedi-

should be envisaged as the product of a series of practices whose aim is to establish

cated to criticizing the two main models of democracy, the aggregative and deliberative

order in a context of contingency. Those practices through which a social order is cre-

models for their rationalist and individualistic framework. For instance in The Demo-

ated and the meaning of institutions fixed, we call ‘hegemonic practices’. The political is

cratic Paradox, examining its two main versions of deliberative democracy, the Ralwsian

linked to the acts of hegemonic institution. It is in this sense that one can distinguish

and the Habermasian ones, I have shown how they were unable to acknowledge the

the social from the political. The social is the realm of sedimented practices, that is

antagonistic dimension of “the political”. Both Rawls and Habermas assert that the aim

practices that conceal the originary acts of their contingent political institution and

of democracy is to establish a rational agreement in the public sphere. Their theories

which are taken for granted as if they were self-grounded.

differ with respect to the procedures of deliberation which are needed to reach it, but
their objective is the same: to reach a consensus without exclusion on the “common

By reformulating the project of the left in terms of ‘radicalization of democracy’ we

good”. Although they claim to be pluralist, it is clear that theirs is a pluralism whose

inscribed it in the wider field of the democratic revolution, indicating that the multiple

legitimacy is only recognized in the private sphere and that has no constitutive place

struggles for emancipation are founded on the plurality of social agents and of their

in the public one. They are adamant that democratic politics require the elimination

struggles. Thus the field of social conflict is extended rather than being concentrated

of passions from the public sphere and this is of course why such an approach cannot

in a ‘privileged agent’ like the working class. We emphasized that the extension and

grasp the process of creation of political identities.

radicalization of democratic struggles will never have a final point of arrival in the
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It is with the aim of offering an alternative to the existing models that I have been

ifold of practices, discourses and language games that specific forms of individuali-

working towards the elaboration of what I call an ‘agonistic’ model of democracy. My ob-

ties are constructed. What is a stake in the transformation of political identities can

jective is to provide what Richard Rorty would have called a ‘metaphoric redescription’

never be a rationalist appeal to the true interest of the subject, but the inscription of

of liberal democratic institutions. A redescription which, I claim, is better able to grasp

the social agent in practices that will mobilize its affects in a way that disarticulates

what is at stake in pluralist democratic politics than the two main models of democracy

the framework in which the dominant process of identification is taking place, so as

currently on offer, the aggregative and the deliberative ones.

to bring about other forms of identification. This means that to construct oppositional
identities it is not enough to simply foster a process of ‘de-identification’, a second move

In a nutshell, my argument goes as follows. Once we acknowledge the dimension of ‘the

is necessary. As Yannis Savrakakis points out/ “a critique of an ideological system of

political’, we begin to realize that one of the main challenges for pluralist liberal demo-

meaning cannot be effective if its remains at a purely deconstructive level; it requires

cratic politics consists in trying to defuse the potential antagonism that exists in human relations, so as to make human coexistence possible. Indeed, the fundamental ques-

a mapping of the fantasies supporting this system and an encircling of its symptomatic
function”.1 To insist only on the first move is in fact to remain trapped in a problematic

tion is not: how to arrive at a consensus reached without exclusion, because this would

according to which the negative moment would be sufficient, on its own, to bring about

require the construction of a ‘us’ that would not have a corresponding ‘them’. This is

something positive. As if new subjectivities were already available, ready to emerge

impossible because the very condition for the constitution of a ‘us’ is the demarcation of

when the weight of the dominant ideology would have been lifted.

a ‘them’. The crucial issue then is how to establish this us/them distinction which is constitutive of politics in a way which is compatible with the recognition of pluralism. What

Such a ‘war of positions’ cannot merely consist in separating the different elements

is important is that conflict does not take the form of an ‘antagonism’ (struggle between

whose articulation constitute the nodal points around which those practices and

enemies) but the form of an ‘agonism’ (struggle between adversaries). A well-functioning

institutions are fixed. The second moment, the moment of re-articulation is crucial.

democracy calls for a confrontation of democratic political positions. If this is missing

Otherwise we would be faced with a chaotic situation of pure dissemination, leaving the

there is always the danger that this democratic confrontation will be replaced by a con-

doors open for attempts of re-articulation by non-progressive forces. Indeed we have

frontation between non-negotiable moral values or essentialist forms of identifications.

many historical examples of situations in which the crisis of the dominant order led
to right-wing solutions. It is therefore important that the moment of ‘de-identification’

More recently, I have developed a critique of the conception of radical politics put for-

be accompanied by one of ‘re-identification’, that the critique of the existing hegemony

ward by Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt and of other post-operaist theorist like Paolo

goes hand in hand with the putting forward of an alternative. This is something that is

Virno who advocate a strategy of Exodus and reject any kind of engagement with the

missed by many leftist approaches, particularly those which view the problem in terms

state and existing institutions. Against this strategy of withdrawal from the insti-

of reification or false consciousness and believe that it is enough to lift the weight of

tutions, I have argued in favor of ‘engagement with them’. It is clear that when social

the dominant ideology in order to open the way for a new order free from oppression and

reality is envisaged in terms of agonistic hegemonic practices, radical politics cannot

power. Given that the hegemonic approach acknowledges that social reality is discur-

be conceived any more as a step outside all institutional arrangements or as a process

sively constructed and that identities are the result of complex processes of identifi-

of desertion, but as an engagement with those institutions so as to transform them. The
aim is to disarticulate the existing discourses and practices through which the current
hegemony is established and reproduced in order to construct a new one. Borrowing a
notion from Gramsci, we proposed to visualize this strategy as one of ‘war of position’
which consists in a series of counter-hegemonic interventions whose objective is to disarticulate the existing hegemony and to bring about of more progressive one, through a
re-articulation of new and old elements into a different configuration of power.
It should be emphasized that those counter-hegemonic practices do not try 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 man24

cation, it is only through insertion in a manifold of practices and language games that
specific forms of individualities are constructed. Moreover, since the political has a primary structuring role, social relations are contingent and any prevailing articulation
results from an antagonistic confrontation whose outcome is never decided in advance.
The radical democratic politics that we advocate is not founded on the dogmatic postulation of any ‘essence of the social’ but on the affirmation of the contingency and ambiguity of every ‘essence’ and of the constitutive character of social division and antagonism. I would like to clarify that our notion of antagonism should not be understood as
an objective relation but as a type of relation which reveal the limits of all objectivity.
The limits of society are therefore antagonistic, and social division is inherent to the
possibility of politics and, even more, to the very possibility of a democratic politics.
1
Yannis Stavrakakis, The Lacanian Left. Psychoanalysis, Theory, Politics, Edinburgh University Press,
2007, p. 81
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Our ‘post-marxist’ approach challenges the type of ontology informing the Marxist

social movements, parties and trade unions. What is at stake is not any ‘withering away’

conception which only envisages negation on the mode of a dialectical contradiction. It

of the state or of the variety of institutions through which pluralism is organized, but

is precisely because it cannot acknowledge radical negativity that it is unable to make

a profound transformation of those institutions so as to make them a vehicle for the

room for antagonism. The hegemonic approach, on the contrary, recognizes that antag-

expression of the manifold of democratic demands, which would extend the principle of

onism is irreducible. Its primary ontological terrain is one of division, of failed unicity.

equality to as many social relations as possible. This is what is involved in the struggle

By highlighting the dimension of radical negativity which impedes the full totalization

for radical democracy and such a project requires an agonistic engagement with the

of society, we put into question the very possibility of a reconciled society. If antag-

institutions.

onism is ineradicable, every order is necessarily a hegemonic one and heterogeneity
cannot be eliminated; antagonistic heterogeneity points to the limits of constitution of

It is for that reason that, despite having sympathy for recent forms of protest like the

social objectivity. Social objectivity can never be fully constituted and consequently a

‘indignados’ in Spain or the various forms of ‘Occupy’, I am concerned about the type of

fully inclusive consensus or an ‘absolute’ democracy is never available.

anti-institutional strategy that they have adopted and that is inspired by the exodus
model. To be sure, those movements are very diverse and not all of them are influenced

The agonistic struggle is a struggle between conflicting hegemonic projects attempting

by those theorists, but they share their total rejection of representative democracy.

to incarnate the universal so as to define the parameters of social life. Hegemony is

Moreover, they also believe in the possibility for social movements, on their own, to

obtained through the construction of nodal points which discursively fix the meaning

bring about a new type of society where a ‘real’ democracy could exist without need for

of institutions and social practices through which a specific conception of reality is

the state or other forms of political institutions. Without any institutional relays, they

established. Such a result will always be contingent and precarious and every order is

will not able to bring about any significant changes in the structures of power and their

susceptible of being challenged by counter-hegemonic interventions aiming at disar-

justified expressions of rejection of the neo-liberal order, risk to be soon forgotten.

ticulating it, so as to install another form of hegemony. Politics always takes place in a
field traversed by antagonisms and to envisage it simply as ‘acting in common’ – a view
which is today so fashionable – leads to erasing the ontological dimension of antagonism (the political) which provides its quasi-transcendental condition of possibility. A
proper political intervention is one that engages with a certain aspect of the existing
hegemony in order to disarticulate/rearticulate its constitutive elements. It can never
be merely conceived as desertion or on the mode of an ‘event’.
One of the crucial dimensions of a hegemonic politics consists in establishing ‘chains
of equivalence’ between various democratic demands, so as to transform them into
claims that will challenge the existing structure of power relations. It is clear that the
manifold of democratic demands that exist in our society do not necessarily converge
and that they can even conflict with each other. This is why they need to be articulated
politically. It is necessary here to clarify that the creation of a chain of equivalence represents a form of unity that respects diversity and does not erase differences. It is only
as far as democratic differences are opposed to forces or discourses that negate all of
them that these differences are in a relation of substitution with each other. What is at
stake is the creation of a ‘collective will’ ( Gramsci), a ‘we’ and this requires the determination of a ‘they’. This is why the construction of a collective will requires defining an
adversary. Such an adversary cannot be conceived as subsumed under a homogeneous
label such as ‘capitalism’ but in terms of nodal points of power to be targeted in order to
challenge the existing hegemony. The ‘war of position’ needs to be launched in a multiplicity of sites and this requires establishing a synergy between a variety of actors:
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PARTICIPANTS IN THE
PERFORMATIVE ARTWORK
RED DISCUSSION 2

CHARLES
ESCHE

is a Professor at the University of the Arts London, a museum
director, a curator and a researcher. He is the director of the Van
Abbemuseum in Eindhoven, The Netherlands since 2004 and the
co-director and founder (with Mark Lewis) of Afterall Research
Centre in Central Saint Martins, University of the Arts London,
since 1998. His most recent projects include, Le Musée Égaré in
Kunsthall Oslo (2017), Power and Other Things in Bozar Brussels
together with Riksa Afiaty (2017) and the NSK State Pavilion at the
Venice Biennale (2017). Other large-scale shows include the Jakarta Biennale (2015);
the 31st Sao Paulo Bienal (2014), with a team of seven; the U3 Triennale, Ljubljana,
with Zdenka Badovinac (2011); the RIWAQ Biennale, Palestine, with Reem Fadda (2007
and 2009); the Istanbul Biennale with Vasif Kortun (2005); the Gwangju Biennale
with Hou Hanru (2002).
Esche is a lecturer on the MRes Art: Exhibition Studies course at Central Saint Martins and a guest lecturer on various other academic programs including De Appel Curatorial Course in Amsterdam, the Design Academy Eindhoven in Eindhoven and at Jan
van Eyck Academie in Maastricht. He is a board member of Sonsbeek International and
chair of CASCO—Office for Art, Design, and Theory in Utrecht, The Netherlands. In 2012
he was awarded the Princess Margriet Award for Cultural Change by the European
Cultural Foundation. In 2013 he obtained the Minumum Prize by the Pistoletto Foundation, and in 2014 he was awarded the CCS Bard College Prize for Curatorial Excellence.

MAURIZIO
LAZZARATO

CHANTAL
MOUFFE

is a Paris-based sociologist, philosopher and independent researcher, specialised in studies of the relationship of work,
economy and society. He has written about cinema, video and
the new technologies of image production, and is a member of the
editorial group of the journal Multitudes. His interest lies in the
analysis of cognitive capitalism and it´s discontents. His work,
which is historically situated in the Italian movement of
Autonomous Marxism’, focuses on the immateriality of labour
and the post-socialist movement.
is Emeritus Professor of Political Theory at the Centre for the
Study of Democracy at the University of Westminster in London.
She has taught and researched in many universities in Europe,
North America and South America and she is a corresponding member of the Collège International de Philosophie in Paris.

She is the editor of Gramsci and Marxist Theory (Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1979), Dimensions of Radical Democracy. Pluralism, Citizenship, Community (Verso, London, 1992), Deconstruction
and Pragmatism (Routledge, 1996) and The Challenge of Carl Schmitt ( Verso, London,
1999); the co-author with Ernesto Laclau of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. Towards
a Radical Democratic Politics (Verso, London, 1985) and the author of The Return of the
Political (Verso, London, 1993), The Democratic Paradox (Verso, London, 2000), On the Political (Routledge. London, 2005), Agonistics. Thinking the World Politically (Verso, 2013),
with Inigo Errejon, Podemos. In the Name of the People (Lawrence & Wishart, 2016) and
For a Left Populism (Verso, 2019).
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RED DISCUSSION 2
AS PART OF THE PROJECT
SUBVERSION TO RED

Nada Prlja’s project Subversion to Red encourages a return to the
‘forgotten’ notions of idealism and ideology, as a form of motivation in contemporary society. It proposes a re-reading and
de/re-construction of the postulates of Marxist theory and
Leftist thought, in order to seek their compatibility with today’s
society, by introducing subversive qualities and the playfulness
of the artist’s practice, as a way of indirectly influencing reality.
In dialogue with the historically and culturally significant architecture of Palazzo Rota Ivancich, which reflects an era
in decline, the exhibition evokes manifold new meanings.
The project employs a variety of artistic and non-artistic
methodologies, including an experimental live art event
Red Discussion 2, featuring several contemporary thinkers
and curators engaged in transformative practices, including
Charles Esche, Maurizio Lazzarato, Vlad Morariu, Chantal
Mouffe, Laura Raicovich and Artan Sadiku. They will jointly seek to find exit strategies from the current conditions of
social precariousness, exploitation and violations, by defining
alternative conditions to the “interesting times” in which
we live.
While Red Discussion 1 was originally performed at Calvert
22 Foundation, London, the performance Red Discussion 2
marks the inauguration of the Pavilion of the Republic of
North Macedonia at the 58th International Art Exhibition
- La Biennale Di Venezia. The participants in the performance are seated at the pentagonal table (itself part of the
artwork), one on each of its five sides. The moderator, placed
within the opening in the middle of the table, writes keywords and phrases from the discussion onto the table’s surface, as the performance evolves. As such, the interaction
between the participants talking and the act of writing of
selected words from that discussion onto the surface of the
red table, creates a dynamic atmosphere and a meaningful
exchange of ideas shaping the live art itself.
Red Discussion 2 is a live art work, representative of collaborative and performative aspects of Nada Prlja’s art practice. The table is unmarked at the beginning of the performance and the act of writing onto its surface, completes the
piece as an artwork. Created during the performance itself,
the table as an artwork remains as a focal point of the
exhibition Subversion to Red, while video recordings of the
discussions are screened as documentation of the performative and discursive events.
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