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John Keane

The Modern Democratic
Revolution:

Reflections

Jean-Fran?ois
Lyotard's
condition postmoderne
No

sooner

tumult;

do you
a confused

on
La

set foot upon American
soil then you are stunned by a type of
clamor
is heard everywhere,
and a thousand
voices
simulta

is in motion
demand
the satisfaction
of their social needs. Everything
to decide upon the
you; here the people of one town district are meeting
is taking place; a little
building of a church; there the election of a representative
to town in order to consult
farther on, the delegates
of a district are hastening
some local improvements;
about
the laborers of a village quit their
elsewhere,
to deliberate
call meetings
upon a road or public school project. Citizens
ploughs
neously
around

of the conduct of govern
their disapprobation
for the sole purpose of declaring
in other assemblies
citizens
salute the authorities
of the day as the
ment; while
or form societies
as the
which
fathers of their country,
regard drunkenness
to the
cause of the evils of the state, and solemnly
themselves
pledge
principal
principle

of

temperance.
?

Alexis

de Tocqueville,

De

la d?mocratie

en Am?rique

societies are uniquely restless and self
and universalize democratic mech
invent
because they
revolutionizing
of power has been familiar
and
control
for
the
anisms
interrogation
en
to Tocque
la
d?mocratie
since Tocqueville's De
Am?rique,l According
1. The observation

that modern

in theories
ville's highly original thesis, which remains much neglected
a
vol.
revolution'
democratic
of modernization,
(57,
1) has
'great
In
modern
to
life.
of
all
sweep through
post-aristocratic
begun
spheres
societies, daily existence becomes agitated because democratic mecha
of
nisms awaken and foster a widespread
passion for the equalization
state
and
civil
the
of
status
within
and
society.
power, property
spheres
In the political realm, Tocqueville
observed,
everything becomes dis
4
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power of sentimental
tradition,
puted and uncertain. The convincing
and religious faith in other-worldly
absolute morality
aims is shaken;
in this skeptical, secular age of political democracy,
the stars of mythi
cal belief fall to earth, the light of faith grows dim, and the horizons
of political
action become worldly,
and thus subject to argument,
and
Those
who
live in democratic
persuasion
practical
judgment.
nations consequently
look upon political power with a jealous eye;
they are prone to suspect or depise those who wield it, and are thereby
impatient with arbitrary state regulation. The state and its laws lose
their divinity, coming to be regarded as necessary and/or expedient,
and as properly based on the voluntary
consent of the citizens. The
of
absolute
monarchic
is
power
broken,
spell
political
rights are
extended gradually
from the privileged political classes to the hum
blest citizens, and political
and laws are subjected con
regulations
to
redefinition
and
alteration.
stantly
that distinctions
and privileges are eroded
Tocqueville
emphasized
not
in
the
field
of
but
also within the domain
gradually
only
politics,
are subject to a permanent
of civil society. Modern
democracies
"social revolution"
definitions
of social life
(69, vol. 1). Naturalistic
are replaced by avowed conventions
(Tocqueville notes, for instance,
that democracy
"that great inequality
gradually destroys or modifies
of man and woman, which has appeared hitherto to be rooted eter
is parceled out,
nally in nature" [263, vol. 2]); (hereditary) property
social power is shared ever more widely, and the unequal capacities of
classes tend to dissolve. This is not to say that democracies
are without
of wealth. Such concentrations
of property persist, but
saw
as
to
them
be
to redis
vulnerable,
Tocqueville
subject constantly
tribution through changes in fortune, competition,
legal redefinition
and social pressures
from the property-less.
subverted
the
Having
the democratic
revolu
systems of feudalism and absolute monarchy,
tion refuses to bow before the social power of notables, merchants
and industrial capitalists. The fear of losing their privileges strikes at
the heart of these social groups ? which is also why they have a hearty
dislike of democratic mechanisms.
Tocqueville
evidently exaggerated
the momentum
and extent of this leveling process, and yet the logic of
his explanation
once certain social claims (e.g.,
remains compelling:
to
are
one
defended by
rights
property)
group, the pressure is greater
for extending them to other social groups; and after each such conces
force new conces
sion, new demands from the socially less powerful
sions from the privileged,
until the once restricted
social claims
become universal
in scope. The dilemma of modern
civil societies is
that they must extend social rights to everyone or to nobody. Since the
latter option is an open embarrassment
to democracy,
the process of
social leveling tends to develop an irreversible momentum
of its own.
concentrations

5

This content downloaded from 129.78.233.211 on Fri, 22 May 2015 04:10:46 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

or so Tocqueville
Democratic
mechanisms,
argued, stimulate a pas
sion for social equality which they can never quite satisfy: "This com
plete equality slips from the hands of the people at the very moment
when they think they have grasped
it and flies, as Pascal
says, an
eternal flight" (285, vol. 1). The less powerful ranks of civil society are
in the grip of this dynamic. Agitated
caught especially
by the fact of
their subordination
and by the possibility
of overcoming
it, they are
also irritated by the uncertainty
of achieving
their
initial
equality;
enthusiasm
and hope gives way to disappointment
and frustration,
to the struggle for equality. This "perpet
and to renewed commitment
ual movement
of society" (261, vol. 1) fills the new world of modern
democracy with radical skepticism and an impatient love of novelty.
In this democratic maelstrom,
nothing seems anymore to be fixed or
inviolable, except the passionate,
and political freedom.

dizzying

struggle

for social equality

2. At

first sight, Tocqueville's
that democracy
would
expectation
a universal
and irresistible principle of modern
life seems
Two explana
unrelated to the subject of postmodernism.
completely
tions might be offered for this doubt. First, most of the recent contro

become

have severed themselves
from theories
versies about postmodernism
of which
is post
of
the modernization
process ?a
symptom
modernism's
relative absence of interest in the disciplines of sociology,
to my interest in Tocqueville
The objection
politics and economics.
is concerned only with
discussion
would be that the postmodernism
life. I am not
and not with social and political
"cultural" phenomena
for what is most often presented as an
convinced
by this objection,
or "scientific"
to the modernism/
contribution
"aesthetic"
debate is saturated deeply with (often implicit) politi
postmodernism
cal judgments about the modernization
process, which is either stig
or saluted as culturally,
as corrupt
matized
Jameson)
(Tafuri;
or
advanced
(post-war social democracy; neo
economically
politically
The centrality of the prefix /?os/-modernism
provides a
conservatism).
as
to
be
that
it
clue
second explanatory
Tocque
argued
why
might
is irrelevant to the
revolution
ville's theory of the modern democratic
among many advocates of postmodernism
subject of postmodernism:
art and scientific
not only modern
stricto sensu y all things modern,
as
structures
well, are seen to be
socio-political
inquiry, but modern
the modern
From this standpoint,
project as a
deeply problematic.
or
whole is a lost cause and cannot be rescued
revived; it has become
(or for a long time has been) canonical, deadly and stultifying and (it
is argued) itmust therefore be broken, repudiated and exceeded. The
theory
original objection would therefore remain: is not Tocqueville's
revolution merely of interest, say, to anti
of the modern democratic
6
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and archives, or to
quarians who inhabit the dark corners of museums
traditional political philosophers
searching for certitudes under fluo
rescent lights, but quite irrelevant to the contemporary
of
discussion
postmodernism?
The answer Iwish

to defend in this lecture is emphatically
negative:
the fundamental
thesis is that it furnishes
importance of Tocqueville's
the (admittedly incomplete and, in places, unsatisfactory)
outlines of a
is both implied and (for reasons
which
socio-political
understanding
of self-consistency)
advanced
required by the most
philosophical
I include Jean-Fran?ois
of postmodernism,
defenses
among which
La condition
and
Lyotard's
postmoderne.1
Expressed
conversely,
much more paradoxically,
the fundamental
socio-political
importance
lies in their potential
of philosophical
call for
essays such as Lyotard's
the deepening
of the democratic
revolution
and
first analyzed
defended by Tocqueville.
Viewed from this paradoxical
angle, philo
of the type defended
is not a
sophical postmodernism
by Lyotard
the modernization
at least, its
project but, potentially
sociopolitical
ally, a vigorous agent of the renewal and deepening of
democratic
modernity's
potential.
In attempting
to unravel and defend this potentially
if
intimate,
between philosophical
and
paradoxical,
relationship
postmodernism
on Lyotard's La
modern
I shall concentrate
democracy,
exclusively
In so doing,
I do not wish to make claims
condition postmoderne.
as a whole.
of the postmodern movement
about its 'representativeness'
This movement
is marked by a deeply protean quality; its breathtak
break with

of questions
and pursuits
is to be expected and
ing heterogeneity
not only because "modernism",
its object of criticism,
is
encouraged,
itself highly differentiated
(the architecture of Le Corbusier, Abstract
and the neo-positivist
science of Popper are
Expressionist
painting,
but also and more specifically
evidently not isomorphic phenomena),
because philosophical
to which I am in several ways
postmodernism,
a
to attempted
has
aversion
totalizations
deeply sympathetic,
justified
of the world, a world which is seen in fact as an infinitely complex,
dynamic and linguistically charged reality that can therefore only ever
be interpreted from a multiplicity
of perspectives.3
This latter point
not
am
I
not
to
to
concerned
the "representa
explains
only why
point
tiveness" of La condition postmoderne;
it also suggests why I am
concerned neither to summarize it in its own terms nor to extract from
it systematic generalizations
and hard and fast conclusions.
I should
like to avoid these options,
to
a
instead
pursue
preferring
type of
hermeneutic

the deliberately
approach which attempts to reconstruct
of
La
condition
in
of post
defense
arguments
organized
postmoderne
in order to indicate the ways in which they carry the text
modernism,
away from the "positions" advocated
by its author ?more
precisely,
7
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the adventures of argumentation
which lead
my aim is to foreground
the text to both deny (in the name of postmodernism)
and sanction
claims compatible with the modern democratic
socio-political
project
outlined and defended by Tocqueville.

3. The stated concern of La condition postmoderne
is the altering
status of science and technology within late capitalist ? or, as Lyotard
This concern functions, however, as a
prefers, postmodern ?societies.
means of exploring a much broader variety of questions,
such as the
future of the university,
social justice, the contemporary
fetishism of
the crisis of metaphysics,
systems theory,
efficiency and effectiveness,
the dangers of a fully com
the structure and functions of narrative,
a
the
of
and
science which
puterized
society,
possibility
postmodern
on
and
discontinuity,
non-rectifiability
catastrophe,
places emphasis
paradox.

is the problem of legitimacy, that is,
Of special interest to Lyotard
the processes by which every particular
language game seeks to autho
therewith its
rize its "truth", "rightness" and (potential) efficacy ?and
over
utterances
rival
other,
language games ?through
superiority
which specify, more or less explicitly to the "bearers" of a particular
language

game,
internal

tion,

rules

concerning

consistency,

such

as

matters

the

need

for

verification,

experimental

narra

consensus

and so on. These rules consist not only
obtained
through discussion,
utterances
of guidelines concerning how to form denotative
(in which
is central); they pertain to notions of savoir
the true/false distinction
entendre,

savoir-dire,

savoir-vivre,

that

to

is,

the

consensus

about

these

pragmatic

rules,

or

so

to

ability

statements
understand
'good' evaluative and prescriptive
to speak and interact with others in a normative way.

form

and

and, thereby,
It is precisely

Lyotard

argues,

that

permits the participants within a language game to identify each other
as well as to circumscribe
as interlocutors,
their language game, distin
incommensurate
from
it
other, possibly
language games.
guishing
From this (neo-Wittgensteinian)
emphasizes
Lyotard
perspective,
that every utterance within a particular
language game should be
as an activity, as a "move" with or against players of one's
understood
own or another language game. Utterances may in addition be under
to the most formidable adversary of all:
in opposition
stood as moves
to
'first principle':
itself. This is Lyotard's
the prevailing
language
or
solidaris
acts
involves
jousting, adopting agonistic
perform speech
toward other players or language itself. In this respect,
tic postures
in relations of
language games are always embedded
players within
to wilfully
as
actors
the
of
here
understood
capacity
power ?power
block or effect changes

in speech activities

of others within

the already

8
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of a language game which
framework
itself always pre
existing
st ructures the speech activities of individuals and groups.
This point about power and language games also implies ?this
is
? that
must
"second
be
consid
Lyotard's
language games
principle"
to perform
or rule
ered as definite
rule-bound
social practices:
at
same
utterances
to
the
in
is
time
the
breaking
participate
produc
or transformation
of forms of social life. Society
tion, reproduction
can be understood
neither as an organically arranged functional whole
a
nor
as
(Parsons)
totality subject to dualistic fragmentation
(Marx).
Rather, the social bond resembles a complex
labyrinth of different,
sometimes hostile,
and
slipping
sliding language games, which obey
rules of an indeterminate variety and therefore cannot be apprehended
or synthesized
of any single meta-discourse.
under the authority
section 18)
Lyotard quotes Wittgenstein
(Philosophical
Investigations,
to drive home this point concerning
the thousands of language games,
trivial or not so trivial, that weave the fabric of our societies: "Our
language can be seen as an ancient city: a maze of little streets and
from
squares, of old and new houses, and of houses with additions
various periods; and this surrounded by a multitude
of new boroughs
with straight regular streets and uniform houses."
The aim of postmodernism,
in Lyotard's view, is to accentuate
this
insight about the infinite and splintered character of the social. Practi
this means
to the
that postmodernism
is committed
cally speaking,
task of dissolving
the dominant
which
have
hitherto
language games
cemented together and "naturalized" a particular ?modern
?form
of
social bonding. The multiplicity
of language games circulating
in any
in any totalizing meta
society cannot be transcribed and evaluated
discourse;

attempts

to do

precisely

that

must

therefore

be

countered

to
that is, by attempts
by the practice of paralogism
(la paralogie),
defer consensus,
to produce dissension and to permanently
undermine
the search for commensurability
among nonidentical
language games.
In my view, Lyotard's
text is at its finest and most
insightful when
interrogating and doubting various types of language games: the Pla
tonic dialogue, with its patterns of argumentation
oriented to reaching
a consensus
{homolog?a) between communicating
partners; the popu
lar narratives which define what may or may not be said and done in
traditional societies; the crucial dependence
of modern
scientific dis
course upon mainly post-narrative
such as didacticism,
techniques,
of falsification
methods
and
denotation,
argument- and proof-based
rules of diachronic
Idealism to syn
rhythm; the concern of German
thesize the various sub-branches
of knowledge
through a totalizing
metanarrative
that understood
both this knowledge
and itself as
moments
in the becoming of Spirit; the early modern
theory of socio
political legitimacy, according to which the consensus of a deliberating
9
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is a necessary
of political
condition
people
liberty and justice; and
recent technocratic proposals
for abandoning
the old ideals of liberal
democratic
in favour of effectiveness
humanism
and efficiency ?
the sole criteria of legitimacy. These interrogations
performativit??as
the heteromorphous
and wholly
nature of
conventional
emphasize
language games,
thereby raising doubts about their "imperialistic"
claims to be absolute. Lyotard's
do not necessarily
lead
interrogations
to a privileging
of one language game ?a
(pace Seyla Benhabib4)
mathematical

and natural
?over

science which emphasizes discontinuity
and
other possibly
incommensurate
language
is not caught in a performative
He
contradiction.
games. Lyotard
covers himself against this outcome by rehabilitating
the logic of occa
sion as it is found, say, within the writings of the Greek sophists. The
self-destabilization

curious feature of this logic is its claim to give the lie to the logic of the
one universal truth, by signaling that the latter is only a particular case
of the logic of the particular, of the special case, of the unique occa
sion. This procedure
is not at all self-contradictory,
since this logic of
is presented as neither a more universal logic nor a "truer
particularity
truth". On the contrary, Lyotard's
depend
interrogations
consistently
the logic of particularism,
and consequently
they contribute
decisively, or so I would argue, to a revised theory of the ideological
functions of language games.5
defended by Lyotard,
Under pressure from the type of paralogism
nor its riddles explained and
ideology can no longer be understood,
to the classical
criticized, within the classical Marxian mode. Contrary
Marxian
suggest that ideology is not
schema, Lyotard's
interrogations
a form of posthumous misrepresentation
of a prior ontological
reality
which
function
life
of class-divided
material
processes,
(as Marx
Archimedean
point of origin of
thought) as both the pre-linguistic,
as
the 'false'
truth
that
of
contradicts
forms
and
the
point
ideological
reminds us that there is nothing
of ideology. Lyotard
dissimulations
even the labor process itself?which
is consti
social ?not
specifically
lan
and
"below"
"outside"
tuted from such an Archimedean
point
a
as
"level"
cannot
be
conceived
guage games. Language games
simply
upon

with
or "dimension"
of any social formation:
they are co-extensive
life as such. Further, Lyotard's
social and political
interrogations
is not simply (in the most vulgar
remind us not only that ideology
Marxian
sense) a veil-like substance draped over the surface of "real"
social relations, but also that there can be no "end of ideology" in the
sense of a future society finely tuned to a "reality" freed from the rules
and effects of language games. His emphasis on the heteromorphous
character of language games implies a radi
and wholly conventional
the
of ideology, one that abandons
critical
different,
conception
cally
and totalizing truth and instead embraces the
search for foundations
10
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and context-dependent
From this
logic of particularity
polytheism.
as a
would
be
understood
revised, post-Marxian
standpoint,
ideology
as
a
of
r?cit,
grand
particular type
(potentially)
hegemonic
language
to mask both the con
game which functions, not always successfully,
as well as the pluralism of language
ditions of its own engendering
order of which it is a vital
games within the established
socio-political
In
other
the
of
words,
aspect.
concept
ideology would be applicable to
to represent
any and all particular
language games which endeavor
and secure themselves as a general or universal interest, as unquestion
able and therefore freed from the contingency
of the present; ideologi
cal language games are those which demand
their general adoption
the exclusion and/or
and, therefore,
repression (the "terrorizing", as
would
of
other
every
Lyotard
say)
particular
language game. So
the critique of ideology would break decisively with the
understood,
anti-modern
political aim of the classical Marxian
theory of ideology,
to
its
devalue
false
the
of an opponent's
namely,
attempt
universality
own
its
game
language
by presenting
language game as universally
true and ethically justified, hence unassailable.
To criticize ideology in
this revised way would be to emphasize
that there is an inverse, but
nevertheless
intimate relationship
between
ideology and the modern
to tolerate ideology is to stifle and potentially
revolution:
democratic
undo the very plurality of language games which, as Tocqueville
first
argued, this revolution has greatly facilitated.
4. Here I admit to extending and "politicizing" a line of thought which
is at most hinted at in La condition postmoderne.
In general,
this
further its own political con
essay is deeply reticent about developing
notations. Lyotard may have donned "the mask of paganism, polythe
in this
ism"6, but social and political matters are choked off constantly
In
essay by the resort to obscure formulas and shapeless suggestions.
this respect, La condition postmoderne
resembles the bulk of postmo
dernist writing. One could say that, often
in spite of itself, most
remains pre-political.
Its political
credentials ? its
postmodernism
for the existing distribution
and legitimacy of power crys
implications
tallized in state and non-state
institutions ? remain wholly ambiguous.
Postmodernism
is said to involve the practice of resistance; challeng
master
narratives with the discourse of others; questioning
rather
ing
than exploiting cultural codes; opening closed systems to the heteroge
sensitive to difference;
neity of texts; becoming more
emphasizing
and paradoxes ? and yet phrases such as
discontinuity,
incompleteness
these remain highly amorphous,
or repressing
thereby marginalizing
of socio-political
outright further consideration
questions.
La condition postmoderne
is similarly marked by a profound uncer
affiliations.
tainty and lack of clarity about its socio-political
Sympto
11
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matic of this is Lyotard's
of his essay
tantalizing summary description
as an outline of "a politics that would equally respect the desire for
is
justice and the desire for the unknown"
(108). Equally
tantalizing
his insistence (88-97) that postmodern
aims to refine our
knowledge
of the rules of language games, and to
sensitivity to the heterogeneity
reinforce our ability to tolerate their incommensurability.
More trou
are
still
those solipsistic, deeply apolitical moments
in La condi
bling
tion postmoderne
that we
(e.g., 8; 63-8) in which Lyotard proposes
are at last entering an age devoid of grand narratives,
a period of
it seems, in which
individuals can only laugh
postmodern
austerity,
noses
or
smile happily into their own beards at
cynically down their
for not
every belief taught them. This is a preposterous
suggestion,
falsely, that grand (or ideological)
only does it suppose,
language
games are everywhere dead, and, again falsely, that all individuals and
and
groups presently
living, say, in western and eastern European
North American
systems already enjoy the full civil and political liber
ties necessary for defending
themselves against the rise of future ideol
also
supposes, by means of a
ogies; Lyotard's
suggestion
misleadingly
a
into
curious
form
of
neo-romantic
that an age
lapse
expressivism,
to
of
devoid
the withering away of
grand language games would lead
power and conflict, as if the array of specifically modern democratic
for limiting serious conflicts as well as concentrations
mechanisms
of
like water wheels, handicrafts
and other
power could be superseded,
historical curiosities,
whole.
by a fully transparent and harmonious
that language games are intelligible and
Lyotard argues persuasively
interpretable only in terms of their own or other language games' rules
and that, lacking a privileged
language game, there is no alternative
but to recognize the difference
among language games, the potential
This is well and good, but if this
of
them.
rules
infinity
defining
is
that
conclusion
language games may be nonidentical
postmodernist
if it is to avoid sliding into an uncriti
to have any political credibility;
to the existing patterns of unfreedom
and inequality of
charms
that is, to the dangerous
late capitalist societies (succumbing,
that philosophy must leave everything as it
of Wittgenstein's
maxim
towards the
is); and if it is not to adopt a blas?, carefree attitude
a
recent
in
of modernization
achievements
essay by
(evidenced
that
"Auschwitz
where
he
may be
Habermas,
says,
Lyotard,
against
as a name for the tragic unfinished
of moder
taken as a paradigm,
nity"), then itmust engage, or so I would argue, in a further question
cal deference

In my
of possibility.
conditions
ing of its own tacitly presupposed
an intimate connection ? and not a simple
view, there is potentially
of the postmodern
condition
hiatus ?between
Lyotard's examination
in Tocqueville's
examina
and the line of political argument defended
I am basing this claim not only on
condition.
tion of the modern
12
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and highly
Lyotard's
paradoxical
(but self-consistent
plausible)
defense of the dynamic, antirepresentational
aes
thrust of modernist
thetics, which, as Lyotard
says, is pregnant with the will to question
reality as "unreal" and to invent new and different realities.7 My thesis
is broader: postmodernism
of the type defended by Lyotard does not
constitute a radical (or even mediated)
break with the modernization
but instead a dialectical
of its democratic
intensification
process,
impulses. Expressed
Lyotard's postmodernism
paradoxically,
implies
the need for a renewal and further development
of the modern demo
cratic tradition; that is, postmodernism
is a call for ultra-modernism,
a defense of the dynamic and future-oriented
democratic
revolution
identified by Tocqueville.
This paradoxical
can
be estab
equation
lished and clarified,
I believe, by asking after the socio-political
pre
of Lyotard's postmodernism,
that is, by reflecting coun
suppositions
the socio-political
conditions
upon
terfactually
as such.
and preservation
institutionalization
Consider
the following
line of argument, which
as one possible
response to Lyotard's unanswered
can legitimacy
reside after the metanarratives?"

necessary

for

its

can be considered

"Where
question:
This
(8)
question,
concerning which of those gods who strive to gain power over our lives
we can or should serve in an age of nihilism,
is also raised (but again
left unanswered)
in Lyotard's earlier work, L'?conomie
It
libidinale.
the following
the postmodernist
prompts
response. To begin with,
thesis that language games may be incommensurable,
and that they
are intelligible
and interpretable
in
terms
of
their
difference
only
from, or similarity with, other language games, implies an opposition
to all claims and contexts which thwart or deny this thesis. A self
consistent postmodernism,
that is to say, is compelled
to devote itself
to the philosophico-political
and disarticulating
project of questioning
all essentialist or absolutist Truth claims or what I have called ideolo
therefore cannot rest content with pre-political
gies. Postmodernism
assertions
about the need for tolerating
the incommensurable,
sup
porting our culture "conversationally"
through the telling of stories8
at the diversity of discursive
or, in Lyotard's
version,
"marvelling
species, just as we do at the diversity of plant and animal species" (47).
And postmodernism
certainly cannot cling naively to the complacent
view ?associated
frequently with various forms of ethical and cogni
tive relativism ? that "every belief about every matter
is as good as
rather implies the need for democracy,
every other". Postmodernism
for institutional
which guarantee
that protagonists
of
arrangements
similar or different forms of language games can openly and continu
their respective forms of life.
ously articulate
Postmodernism
further implies, no doubt,
the need for political
mechanisms
which limit and
(of conflict resolution and compromise)
13
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issue from struggles
that frequently
antagonisms
does not imply
forms of life. Postmodernism
incompatible
as Tocqueville
for active and strong political
institutions,
anarchism,
who dreamt of the withering
pointed out against his contemporaries
the demo
away of the state, are a necessary condition of preserving
Just as all speakers of a language (to appropriate
cratic revolution.
reduce

the serious

among

rules
simile) must have recourse to definite grammatical
Tocqueville's
so citizens living together under mod
in order to express themselves,
ern democratic
conditions are obliged to submit themselves to a politi
cal authority, without which they would fall into confusion and disor
into the peculiarly modern
der (and, itmight be added with hindsight,
that is
security and grand ideologies
type of yearning for existential
produced by the experience of temporal and institutional discontinuity
to Tocqueville,
the need
unleashed
societies). According
by modern
is especially pressing within
for political mechanisms
large and com
and
interest, such as the formulation
plex societies, whose common
of positive
administration
law, and the conduct of foreign policy,
cannot be taken care of effectively without a powerful and centralized
administration.
If Lyotard's philosophical
implies the need for state
postmodernism
it also suggests the need for mecha
of conflict mediation,
mechanisms
nisms capable of preventing absolute state power. Tocqueville's
politi
cal theory, concerned as it is with simultaneously
defending modern
democracy

and

pointing

to

its

dangerous

consequences,

again

pro

vides some useful hints in this respect. Tocqueville
argued that, in
to
administrative
order
(a popularly
despotism
prevent the yoke of
that institutes a "well-regulated,
elected state despotism
gentle and
and
world
the
modern
from
upon
descending
servitude")
peaceful
kinds
of
several
mechanisms
its
revolutionary momentum,
paralyzing
of
are required for preventing
the buildup of dangerous monopolies
the
state
the
of
Within
realm
institutions,
argued,
Tocqueville
power.
revolution can be minimized
by ensuring
paralysis of the democratic
into many and various hands. A
that political power is distributed
to
combined with a sepa
periodic elections,
legislative power subject
rate executive authority and an independent
judiciary, for instance,
that
the risk of despotism
minimize
political power fre
by ensuring
courses
of action, being
different
and
hands
adopts
quently changes
and all
centralized
from becoming
therefore prevented
excessively
conse
rich
democratic
the
stressed
also
very
embracing. Tocqueville
saw
Amer
the
state
and
within
of
action
citizens'
institutions,
quences
of supplementing
of this principle
ican jury system as exemplary
election of rep
citizens'
mechanisms
democratic
(e.g.,
representative
The
to the legislature) with direct citizen participation.
resentatives
as
as
well
citizens'
in
facilitates
his
view,
self-government
jury system,
14
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teaching them how to govern others prudently and fairly; they learn to
be sensitive and respectful of otherness, better capable of judging their
fellow citizens as they would wish to be judged themselves.
was certain that these kinds of political
checks upon
Tocqueville
of civil
despotism must be reinforced by the growth and development
associations which lie beyond the control of state institutions. Tocque
ville no doubt underestimated
the scope and anti-democratic
implica
tions of the rise of capitalist manufacturing
industry, as well as the
democratic potential of workers' resistance to its grip on civil society.
en Am?rique
la d?mocratie
does not consider
(In De
Tocqueville
workers as a separate social class but, rather, as a menial fragment of
la classe industrielle. This point of view, defended by Hegel and criti
cized bitterly by Marx, was also evident among other French writers
such as Saint-Simon,
for whom workers and entrepreneurs
comprised
a single social class, les industriels. This partly explains why Tocque
ville reacted in contradictory
ways to the events of 1848; as Fran?ois
Furet and others have pointed out, Tocqueville
both interpreted these
events as a continuation
of the democratic
revolution and, spitefully,
as a "most terrible civil war" threatening
the very basis of "property,
failed to consider the possibility
family and civilization".)
Tocqueville
of a socialist
civil society ?a
civil society no
type of ultra-modern
families.9
longer dominated
by capitalist enterprises and patriarchal
saw correctly that forms of civil association
He nonetheless
such as
scientific and literary circles, schools, publishers,
inns, manufacturing
associations
and inde
enterprises,
religious organizations,
municipal
households ?to
which we could add self-managed
enter
pendent
lesbian and gay collectives,
hous
prises, refuges for battered women,
ing cooperatives,
independent
recording studios, and neighborhood
associations ?are
crucial barriers against both
police monitoring
social and political despotism. Tocqueville
never tired of repeating the
a
eye of society" ?an
point that the "independent
eye comprising
and constantly
plurality of interacting,
self-organized
vigilant civil
associations ?is necessary
for consolidating
the democratic
revolu
tion. In contrast to political forms of involvement
(such as participa
tion in elections or jury service) which are concerned with the wider,
more general interests of the community,
civil associations
consist of
combinations
of citizens preoccupied with "small affairs". Civil asso
ciations no doubt enable citizens to negotiate wider undertakings
of
concern to the whole polity. But they do more
than this: they also
nurture and powerfully
so
freedoms
deepen the local and particular
democratic
necessary for maintaining
acknowl
equality. Tocqueville
in this sense always depend
for their
edged that civil associations
survival and coordination
upon centralized state institutions. Yet free
dom and equality among
individuals and groups also depend upon
15
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types of organizations
preserving
provide for the active expression
and self-organizing
civil society
anti-politics ?is an indispensible

which nurture local freedoms and
of particular
interests. A pluralistic
type of
independent of the state ?a

condition of democracy. Tocqueville
the unifica
anticipated,
correctly in my view, that whoever promoted
tion of state and civil society would endanger the democratic
revolu
tion. State power without
social obstacles,
he concluded,
is always
a license for despotism.
hazardous
and undesirable,
5. This
line of argument,
which
is so near and yet so far from
a
is potentially
suggests that philosophical
Lyotard's,
postmodernism
and potential political ally of the modern democratic pro
protagonist
ject. The separation of civil society and the state, as well as the democ
state ? are
ratization of each ? a socialist civil society and a democratic
To
of postmodern
endeavors.
implied or counter factual conditions
defend philosophical
of Lyotard's
type requires a
postmodernism
stance which is thoroughly modern;
it implies the need for
political
or strengthening
a democratic
state and a civil society
establishing
of a plurality of public spheres, within which individuals
consisting
and groups can openly express their solidarity with (or opposition
to)
in this way, democracy
others' ideals. Understood
could no longer
stand accused of being a substantive
ideological
"ought", a Tenth
a type of heteronomous
Commandment,
principle or grand narrative
that seeks to foist itself upon other social and political actors in the
name of some universal interest. As Hans Kelsen first hinted,10 and as
text suggests, sociopolitical
my interrogation of Lyotard's
democracy
is an implied, counterfactual
condition of the practice of paralogism,
and not a type of normative
(or, as Kant would have said, imperative)
The
of
type
thinking with and against postmodernism
language game.
cannot be inter
that democracy
here
suggests, however,
employed
one
as
merely
language game among others, as if particular
preted
or realize their particular
to
defend
groups struggling
language games
to conform to democratic
could decide self-consistently
arrangements
them. On the contrary, their rejec
for a time, only later to abandon
a lapse into ideology ?it would
tion of democracy would constitute
the particularity
of their language games. They
evidently contradict
would be forced to represent themselves to themselves and to others as
bearers of a universal
language game, and they would thereby cover
social and political processes of conflict
conventional
the
up
wholly
and solidarity through which all particular
language games are practi
and altered.
cally established, maintained
could no longer be seen as
From this perspective,
finally, democracy
with the withering
away of social division and political
synonymous
the foun
In democratic
conflict.
societies, as Tocqueville
recognized,
16
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of social and political order are permanently
unstable. Having
norms
the
of
weakened
whose
power
severely
legitimacy depends
standards
upon either transcendental
(such as God) or a naturally
societies
given order of things (such as cultural tradition), modern
to
sense
summon
to
need
the
their
up
begin
identity
socio-political
from within themselves. The processes of modernization
bring about
an end to the naturalistic determination
of the means and ends of life;
the old reference points of ultimate
destroying
certainty, modern
social actors begin to sense that they are not in possession
of any
ultimates (based on knowledge,
conviction or faith), and that they are
and forever, forced to define for themselves
the ways in
continually,
which they wish to live. Trotsky's remark that those persons desiring a
quiet life had done badly to be born into the twentieth century in fact
dations

democratic
soci
applies to the whole of the modern
epoch. Modern
eties are historical societies par excellence.
It becomes evident to mod
ern social actors that theirs is a society marked
by socio-political
social and political
indeterminacy;
they sense that so-called ultimate
means and ends do not correspond
to an immutable and "real" origin
or essence, and that their techniques and goals are therefore always
subject to debate, conflict and resistance and, hence, to temporal and
spatial variation.
This is why in modern
societies institutions and decisions are never
if controversies
power, justice or law
accepted fully ?as
concerning
could somehow be resolved once and for all through the adoption of a
universal metalanguage.
Democratic
societies recognize the necessity
of relying always on judgment,
for they know of their ignorance,
which is to say (cf. the Socratic attitude) that they know that they do
not

know

or

control

everything.

Democratic

societies

cannot

flatter

on assumptions
about their capacity to grasp the whole
action
directly, for they always consist of risky and often ambiguous
in the process of self-invention
in all quarters of life. To defend
in this sense is to reject every ideology which seeks to stifle
democracy
this indeterminacy
the general adoption of particular
by demanding
forms of life that are clothed in the familiar repertoire of old and new
every woman needs a man, as the herd needs the shepherd,
metaphors:
the ship's crew a captain, the proletariat
the Party, and the nation a
themselves

Moral Majority;
the end justifies the means; doctors know best; man
kind is the master and possessor
of Nature;
scientific evidence is the
most rational criterion of knowledge;
is the most effective
capitalism
and efficient (and therefore best) form of property system; and so on.
To defend democracy against these and other ideologies is to welcome
and uncertainty.
It is to be prepared for
indeterminacy,
controversy
the emergence of the unexpected,
and for the possibility
of creating
the new. It is, contrary to the self-understanding
of philosophical
17
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to recognize
the need for continuing
the modern
postmodernism,
democratic
is incomplete,
and
revolution which
highly vulnerable,
of old and
today threatened by a world heaving with an assortment
new antimodern
trends.
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