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Jacques Ranciere works in the field of

political philosophy, analysing the nature

and forms of democracy, identity and sub-

jectivation, the frontiers of philosophy and

its relation to literature and social science.

His most recent publications include Aux

Bords dupolitique (1990), and Les Mots de
I'histoire (1992). In this interview, done in

conjunction with the journal Acta

Philosophica, questions on the relation

between politics, philosophy and our con-

temporary political condition are explored.

Let us begin with a paradox. You say there

is no political philosophy. Yet a large part

of your work concerns politics and also

political philosophy.

Jacques Ranciere: The central idea animating
my work is that there is no political philos-
ophy or that political philosophy is the name
of a misunderstanding. This idea can be
clarified in terms of the present situation:
the end of the Soviet system appears to
spell, on the one hand, the end of the only
political alternative to democracy and, on
the other, the end of the Marxist alternative
to the tradition of political philosophy. It
seems that the fall of the Soviet system
definitively legitimated democracy as the
end of political history, and also re-estab-
lished political philosophy as the only legit-
imate reflection on societies and their gov-
ernments.

But I approach this coincidence from the
other side: if the collapse of the Soviet sys-
tem liberated a discourse of self-satisfaction
on the part of governments, which is pre-
sumed to coincide with the self-satisfaction
of democracy, this actually corresponds to a
void in practical politics, even in the prac-
tice of what is called formal democracy.
Similarly, the political philosophy that is
supposed to be liberated by the collapse of
the Marxist hypothesis often entails no more

POST-DEMOCRACY,
POLITICS AND
PHILOSOPHY
an interview with
Jacques ranciere

than academic commentaries on a few
canonical authors or grand declarations that
politics has come to an end, both of which
could be argued to be not much different
from the discourse and aims of ordinary
politicians.

I begin from this conjuncture, where a
presumed liberation of politics and political
thought opens up onto a void, in order to
reflect on the specificity of politics, on the
difference between the political act and the
rules by which the state functions on the one
hand, and that between democracy as a sys-
tem of practices and democracy as a consti-
tutional form* or as a state of the social, on
the other.

Equally, I try to think the difference,
maybe internal and unperceived, of the con-
cept of political philosophy. In fact, the plat-
itude of a political philosophy supposedly
restored to its rightful place may indicate
that the relationship between philosophy
and politics is one of conflict. And it is from
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post-democracy

this point that I try to return to the origins
of what we call political philosophy, to
reveal in its founding texts the sign of a dis-
agreement or fundamental misunderstand-
ing between the objectives followed by phi-
losophy and by the political process as I
understand it.

Given that the notion of political philoso-
phy is problematic, the question arises of
whether politics, and especially so-called
democratic politics, can do without philoso-
phy. In other words, is there a link, a nec-
essary relation,' between poltics and
philosophy?

J.R.: There is in fact an encounter between
philosophy and politics in its democra-
tic form, a meeting where, in some
sense, it is the misfortune of philosophy
always to arrive too late. Politics, in the
form of democratic politics, is there
before philosophy. This is the whole
problem of equality for Plato and
Aristotle. For them there is arithmetic
equality, the equality of exchange, and
there is geometric equality, which is the.
proportion in terms of which each
group must be given its share according
to the principle it embodies. But the
problem is that the equality of citizens,
the equality of Athenian democracy, is
implied in neither of these two cate-
gories. The scandal of politics for philoso-
phy turns on this equality: it is a 'bad' equal-
ity for Plato, a 'formal' equality for the Marx
of the Jewish Question. Politics exists
because there is an equality which is not a
'true' equality, a paradoxical measure of
incommensurables.

So there is a kernel of concepts which
directly instituted a relation of disagreement
between philosophy and politics, an inter-
weaving which is always at the same time
conflictuaL So, for me the term 'political

philosophy' is one of denial. It supposes that
the right concept or the right measure of
incommensurables has been found which
would permit the deduction of the political
community — as it is in the specific case of
formal democracies — from the philosophical
idea of the common good. I try to show that
the kernel of illusion lies in the way this
notion of the common good is treated as if
it unified in some way the demands of phi-
losophy and politics.

It is usual to distinguish between 'politics'

[la politique] and 'the political' [le poli-
tique]. But the way you interpret the idea
of 'police' suggests quite a different dis-
tinction.

J.R.: Classically, when one tries to think poli-
tics and political philosophy one begins
from a principle that underlies practical pol-
itics, constitutional forms and the modes by
which states function. For example, the law,
which would be embodied in the action of a
political power, in the organisation of the
state, and in constitutional texts, as well as
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in what we might call the philosophical base
supporting the whole. But what I try to
show is precisely that this homogeneity is
illusory. There is no principle of politics that
could incarnate itself in all the places where
it is a question of the community, of its
organisation, and of the state. It is clear that
the modem parliamentary state is responsi-
ble for this confusion. And this way of
thinking of the political field as unified is
responsible for a sort of unthinking parallel
between a discourse of political philosophy
on the one hand, and state practices on the
other. It is my idea that the two must be sep-
arated if politics is to have any meaning and,
in particular, we must stop seeing it as the
incarnation of a principle of community.

I try, therefore, to think the political as
an encounter between two heterogeneous
processes. As a process, a general law of the
distribution of bodies in places and func-
tions, a system of relations between parts
which organises every social order; and I
reserve the term 'police' for all the activities
which create order by distributing places,
names, functions etc. This means separating
the idea of police from that which visually
accompanies it, that is to say, the idea of
forces of order, repression, the political
police and so forthv and returning it to its
original sense: the police is the division of
the perceptible, which in itself defines the
constitution of parties and their parts, from
the ancient distribution of the three orders
up to the relationship between our govern-
ments and the totality of 'opinions* classi-
fied by opinion polls. Politics is the singular
apparatus [dispositif] which subverts this
division by the simple introduction of a pre-
supposition which is heterogeneous to it:
that of the equality of anybody with any-
body. This presupposition translates into
subjects like 'the people' or 'the proletariat'
which are not social entities but operators of
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the logic of the political: the manifestation
of a singular 'part' of the part that has no
parts. More precisely, the political, under-
stood as the place of practical politics, would
be the meeting place of two heterogeneous
logics: the logic of the police, as I under-
stand it, that of distribution and its legiti-
mations, and the logic of the verification of
equality.

This way of thinking came to me by a
detour. When I was working on the theory
of intellectual emancipation elaborated by
Joseph Jactot, a Frenchman who was com-
pletely marginalised at the beginning of the
nineteenth century, I was struck by the way
he opposed a logic of what he called 'intel-
lectual emancipation', founded on the pre-
supposition of the equality of anybody with
anybody, to all forms of social logic For
him, the equality of minds was ultimately
presupposed by any order, even the most
inegalitarian. It was possible to disengage
that presupposition and to make it work.
That is what 'emancipation' means, to make
equality effective. But this effectiveness of
equality could not become collective, could
not govern the logic of social bodies, which
is a logic of weights and counterweights. It
was possible to imagine that all the individ-
uals of a society were emancipated, but not
that society was equal No society could be
egalitarian.

It is a kind of challenge thrown down to
all problematics that are progressive, social-
ist or simply democratic in the modem
sense. And I was interested in the way one
could try to' force this opposition. My
endeavour to force this opposition, or this
logic of opposition, led me to think more
specifically about the role of politics as the
constitution of apparatuses of subjectiva-
tion, which allow the law of equality to pro-
duce an effect in the social order. My idea
was that there are meeting points. It is true
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post-democracy

that the lope of equality, of the verification
of equality, and the logic of distribution, of
social arrangement, are two heterogeneous
logics, but it is nevertheless possible to pro-
duce an effect of equality in the social order.
That is, this logic can only be produced in
the social order by means of something we
can call 'place-holders'. This supposes that
specific apparatuses constitute themselves to
put into play what I call additional or sur-
plus unities which superimpose themselves
on those unities which are part of society.
Political 'subjects' combine, in the name of
a party or identity, with the empty name of
the simple equality of anybody with any-
body. My idea is that if democracy has any
meaning, it is as a mode of political subjec-
tivation where the people, or indeed any
other subjective figure, is something other
than the population, the race or any other
embodied entity.

Among the place-holders of the logic of
equality there is a privileged figure, a sin-
gular subjective figure called 'the people'.
The long history of this figure, which has
been present from the beginning of political
philosophy, poses the question of its mean-
ing in this role as a political subject and,
more generally, how to construct and think
these meeting points between the two het-
erogeneous logics which constitute any
social order.

J.R.: What I am trying to do is to link what we
can call original questions, which were
posed at the beginning "of politics, and those
which are posed today. The original ques-
tion is the one a philosopher like Plato may
have asked faced with this entity called the
people, the demos, which identifies with the
community without, however, being the
whole of it and even, rather, naming » divi-
sion at the heart of it.

The demos is identified with the whole

community by the fact of incarnating the
part which has no parts. I try to think the
relation between this original difference
from itself of the democratic people and the
modem phenomena of the masking of this
difference: the recent embodiments of the
people in race or the glorious worker or its
current transformation into a collection of
communities of race, sex, culture, and so
forth. The regression of democracy is always
tied to the loss of this difference from itself.

So it is from this point that I try to think
politics as processes of subjectivation which
differentiate themselves from all action in
the name of a social group identifiable as a
part of the society. There are subjectivations
when there are named subjects. Thus, for
politics to exist there must first be a subject
of enunciation, a 'we'. Politics begins when
it is possible to say 'we'. It may be 'we citi-
zens', 'we workers', 'we proletarians', 'we
women', and so on. Politics begins when a
'we' can be enunciated and I would say that
a 'we* puts in place an apparatus of subjec-
tivation which names subjects in their dif-
ference from themselves. If it is said 'we
proletarians', this we appeals to a communi-
ty which is not realised and which does not
exist already, such that it could not just be
represented.

So, a subject of enunciation creates an
apparatus where a subject is named precise-
ly to expose a particular wrong, to create a
community around a particular dispute.
That is to say, there is politics precisely
when one reveals as false the evidence that
the community exists already and everyone
is already included. Political subjectivation
is always attached to the name of a subject,
to the figure of a subject, to the extent that
this name, this figure, is problematic There
is politics when the 'we's arrange by their
words and acts the visible sphere of subjects
who are not collective bodies or social
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groups, but operators who, under diverse

names (citizens, patriots, workers, women),

make visible and dispute the relation

between inclusion and exclusion.

Different modes of subjectivation put into

question, one might say, the relation

between universal and particular. So the

question then becomes, how to uncover, in

the domain of the political, the specific

logic according to which the relation

between the two is ordered.

J.R.: I would say that in politics every univer-
sal is singularised. There are two ways of
conceiving politics. At the present time
there are the partisans of universality who
say: there is the law of the universal and all
politics is organized from there. Then there
are those who hold to particularity, who
think political society as a grouping of a cer-
tain number of identities or groups and the
universal as nothing more than a pact made
by those parties. I try to show that there is
politics when there are forms of singularisa-
tion of the universal which raises the ques-
tion of knowing in what the universal is uni-
versal, and in what it is power. Politics
makes the concept of the universal work in
some way.

There are two forms by which politics is
denied: that which says the universal is the
concern of the state; and that which says, the
universal is the lie behind which there are
particular interests. Politics is the practice by
which the universal is put to the test, in sin-
gularising it, in demanding what follows from
the idea of citizenship, of equality before the
law, of the undecided relation between man
and citizen in this or that case; the worker
and his employer are they two citizens linked
by the universality of citizenship? The rights
of man: are they the rights of women?
Politics constructs cases, polemic apparatus-
es of verification of the universal. The mod-
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em democratic movement has consisted

entirely of bringing into play the universal,

citizenship, equality before the law, by con-

structing a relation between their affirmation

and their negation, by showing how it is

denied in certain cases, at work, for example.

That is to say, by applying it in a polemical

construction. The universal of politics is not

equality before the law, it is its logic that puts

equality into question in apparatuses which

confront it with its own negation, in argu-

mentations which are at the same time mani-

festations constructing the perceptible space

of the argumentation. Political demonstration

makes visible two worlds in one. And by this

fact it is always child's play for philosophy to

prove that its singular universal is not the real

universal or that it is nothing more than ide-

ological mystification.

One of the virtues of democratic politics is

the way it deals with a wrong. Nevertheless

we must first ask a very naive question.

What, for you, is 'a wrong"? Or rather, how

does it arise'and how should it be dealt

with?

J.R.: A wrong (le tort) is first of all something
like a torsion, a wringing (une torsion). This
is not a play on words. A wrong is in the
very constitution of the political scene. It is
the encounter between logics which could
never meet. I try to show that when one
wants to define political justice, or to deduce
political justice from a discussion on the use-
ful and the harmful etc., there is something
which escapes and I try to delimit it in the
founding texts of political science, notably
Aristotle's, around such concepts as injury,
harm and so forth. It is the same problem as
that of the relation between arithmetic and
geometric equality. There is another equali-
ty, which is neither one nor the other, and
similarly there is a torsion which is some-
where between the harmful and the unjust.
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post-democracy

«n absence of passage from one equality to
another, an absence of deduction from one
level, that of rational individuals, to anoth-
er, that of political justice. So a wrong in the
first sense is nothing but the constitution of
politics, the encounter between the logic of
the police and the logic of the verification of
equality. Thus, for Aristotle, to pass from
the order of the useful to the order of the
just which defines the political community,
it is necessary to pass through an adding up
of the parties of the city and the claims they
try to uphold in the community. Now, the
only claim, the only property the demos has,
is that of its liberty. But it's an empty claim,
it appears to be a given fact rather than a
principle incarnated in a body. I would say
that this liberty is the place-holder of equal-
ity by means of which it has the effect of
pure interruption in the supposedly natural
order of domination insofar as it reaffirms
the paradoxical, and yet foundational, truth
that inequality itself is ultimately possible
and thinkable only because of equality.

A wrong is the encounter of heterogenes,
the measure of incommensurable!. Political
philosophy is, in one sense, the refusal of
this encounter, the request that politics
should have its 'own' foundation, the refusal
of the equality that blocks at one and the
same time, the logic of arithmetic exchanges
and the calculation of geometric propor-
tions, of the exhibition of a wrong which
comes before the definition of the just. The
political scene is biased from the point of
view of philosophy.

This can be seen also in the Aristotelian
definition of the political animal: man is 'nat-
urally' political because he has at his dispos-
al the logos which argues and not only the
phone which expresses pleasure or pain. Now
this division of principle is in fact the stake
of a permanent dispute. Because, in fact, the
logos doubles itself: h is the linguistic capac-

ity but also the account that is given of it.
The order of police divides men, and the
places of the logos and men, and the places
of noise. The political intervention is that
which designates as the manifestation of a
logos what in the police order is seen only as
noise. A worker's strike, a demonstration in
the street, show themselves as belonging to a
logos and defining a community which is
only audible as the noise of a group belong-
ing to a particular type of animal society.

Wrong consists in the fact that the politi-
cal scene is always asymmetrical and it can
be thought in both directions. There are
philosophers who want to found politics in
right, so that for them injustice arises
because equality already exists, and exists
badly, in a contingent fictitious way, without
responding to an arche of the community.
And on the other side there is politics as the
scene of constant dispute concerning
whether the community exists. There is a
community because it is always contested:
there is dispute concerning who is included,
which statement is a logos constituting the
community and which is a noise. That is
how an apparatus of political subjectivation
creates a community, by making evident a
non-community. The political community is
that which is deployed in a dispute against
the community.

The founding wrong of politics must be
distinguished from two things: judicial rul-
ings on the one hand, and infinite wrong or
inexpiable debt on the other. If there is an
inexpiable debt, is there politics? And it is
the same if the treatment of wrongs is
replaced by a scene in which there is right,
the universal and people who discuss in
order to try to univenahse their interests
and the validity of their norms. This is the
Habermasian problem, maintaining that
there is a rationality of politics once one
comes to conclude that arguments can be
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judged on the basis of universal norms.

Now, if there is politics it is because one

party does not recognise the other as such,

or considers that there is no object of dis-

pute, or that the subjects of the discussion

are not constituted. Political argumentation

must polemically construct the scene of its

validity.

To the extent that wrong is always singu-

lar can one speak of dealing with a wrong?

Is it not always blocked in advance?

J.R.: For me a wrong is not always unmanage-

able. It cannot be ruled, it can however be

treated and is constantly treated. Political

discourse and action constantly deal with

heterogeneity so it doesn't mean intractabil-

ity. I think there is a whole series of forms

that deal with wrongs. But they are, never-

theless, always singular, they are singulari-

sations of the universal. The problem of pol-

itics today is that there are no longer any

means of singularising the universal. There

is the universal and then there are identities.

Bow, then, should we think the singular of

the universal today, given that there are no

more examples? And what does modern

racism mean, what impact might it have on

democracy? Is it a phenomenon that is

inherent to democracy itself or rather some-

thing that is quite foreign to it?

J.R.: Concerning the phenomena of political
catastrophes, I don't think they require a
great effort of thought. Every form of polit-

ical catastrophe, like all
forms of abjection, individ-
ual and collective, are so
ordinary and simply, always
brutally, there that, in my

opinion, arguments which
suggest that they are very
complicated and that we
need a specific theory for

177

interview with ranciere

them, are unconvincing. No, I think racism,
hatred, fear of the other, and so on, are
always there, close by.

The point is that when there is democra-
tic politics, there are heterologous forms of
subjectivation which traverse this domain. If
there is democracy, that means there are fig-
ures of subjectivation which are figures of a
difference. The people is something which is
not the' population, race, blood, and so
form. The proletariat is not a social group.
The political forms of democracy have a
virtue against all forms of xenophobia,
racism, hatred of the other because they
constitute the sphere in which non-identical
subjects are able to appear.

Racism is not therefore inherent in
democracy but in the fact that democracy
always functions on the edge of its abyss. Its
subjectivations are the differences between
identities, identities different from them-
selves, but homonymous with 'real' identi-
ties. The people is the part without parts
manifested in apparatuses of subjectivation
that make up all of 'reality', but it is also the
name of a real population, an ethnic, the
support of a certain number of supposedly
natural qualities. Racism can, therefore,
always appear and it appears where there is
a striving to remove from the people its
character of appearance, either in the name
of an organicism of the community, or of a
realistic calculation of the parties involved
and their social interests. When the 'appear-
ance' collapses, what's left is the naked real-
ity of identities and their alterities. That is
what is happening in what I call post-democ-
racy. Post-democracy is a system in which
democracy is thought of as a simple con-
junction between a state of the social (demo-
cratic 'individualism', and so forth) and con-
stitutional forms. But democracy is neither
one nor the other. It is a mode of subjecti-
vation of politics. There is democracy, if
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post-democracy

there is a sphere in which the people appears
as a manifestation of a wrong, if there are
subjects, that are not social groups. It is
claimed that today there is a politics without
the people, where 'people' no longer desig-
nates an instance of enunciation, but is iden-
tified with a real group divided up into
social groups. But to think of politics in this
way, is to identify it with the police in the
sense in which I understand it. The ideal of
so-called 'realist' politics is to identify sub-
jects with real groups. In this way the 'real-
ist' wisdom prepares the ground for an iden-
titary ethnic and racist madness. Subjects,
different from themselves, which charac-
terise democracy, are not wanted. Its people
are dismissed as a phantom. As a conse-
quence, we see the return of the 'real* peo-
ple: that which is defined by race, blood,
and so forth. The 'old' racism — which still
has many good days left in it - is derived
firom the organicist vision of the nineteenth
century. The new takes root in
liberal 'realism'. Our present is
the conjunction of both.

Interviewers: jelica sumic and rado riha
translator kate nash
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