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Under post-democratic conditions, those in which ostensibly democratic procedures fail
to realize or even approximate the barest of democratic values, ought those of us sympathetic
to democratic values still participate politically?! In many ways, this is a version of the perennial
guestion of political withdrawal, but with a nuance not quite captured by the topic's most well-
known contributors. Though Seneca and Machiavelli explore a number of reasons why citizens
may want to avoid politics, they highlight risks we would primarily associate with unabashedly
despotic or tyrannical regimes; namely, arbitrary coercion and cruelty.2 Thoreau, especially in
light of Shannon Mariotti and Stanley Cavell's works, offers a model for withdrawal in a
democratic context, but one in which the act is instrumentally in the service of a projected
democratic future.3 Though conditions are considered bad, they are not considered so bad as to
rule out democratic progress. Finally, Adorno does advocate for political withdrawal under
pseudo-demacratic conditions, but his conception of modernity as essentially totalitarian
requires that we exile ourselves, not just from politics, but from society at large as well.4

In each of the aforementioned accounts of political withdrawal, the act assumed a kind of
urgency because political participation presented a danger to the citizen, whether to the body, in
the cases of Seneca and Machiavelli, or the integrity of the individual, in the cases of Thoreau
and Adorno. What if, however, the danger wasn't our physical or moral corruption, but
something less dramatic, but nevertheless valuable: squandered resources, persistent feelings
of failure, or missed opportunities; more generally, the obligations, interests, and experiences
we understand as constituting a citizen's private life? Put another way, if earnest attempts at
exercising political influence are so costly as to require the sacrifice of other life goals, those

now pursued in private contexts (i.e. spending time with one's family, making a living, learning a
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new practice, reading tracts of political philosophy, etc.), for radically uncertain, if any, gains,
should we still maintain the sense that we are politically responsible for our polity? Additionally, if
we consider the relative influence of ordinary citizens vis-a-vis wealthy elites, those who can
exercise significant political influence without comparable costs in terms of time and resources,
should we still expect ordinary citizens to understand themselves as having a democratic
obligation to participate politically?

This is not comparable to the threats faced by activists in communities, even in the
United States, where political violence is a brute fact; we are not asking if political participation
is worth bodily sacrifice. In instances where state or social violence is the norm, often political
participation, non-violent or otherwise, itself becomes an existential tactic, making it difficult to
disassociate political motivations from private ones. Admittedly, the post-democratic perspective
taken here speaks to less dire circumstances than those best described as tyrannical or
totalitarian; we are more concerned with political life under authoritarianism.> Yet to casually
dismiss our efforts as expendable is to ignore, for many of us, those things that make our lives
worth living. In other words, though we cannot compare the costs of political participation under
post-democracy to those under oppressive conditions, there are unique post-democratic costs
that should be brought to light and critically theorized, the Sisyphean, demanding, and negligible
character of political participation by ordinary citizens being one of them.

Further we're not suggesting that, categorically, citizens ought to favor their private
commitments over public concerns; nor that political achievements of the past aren't worth the
sacrifices made by those who realized them. Despite the value of collective political action, we
must raise the question of whether we can assume a prima facie obligation to political
participation when one's efforts will be obstructed by a hostile, dysfunctional, and/or exclusive
political climate, so much so that any success requires a near monastic commitment, one that

may result in the necessary exclusion of other of life's worthwhile endeavors. Since at least



Caleb Miller (UCSB) 3 of 30

Pericles, democratic logics of citizenship have stipulated varying degrees of obligatory political
participation; typically not to a coercive degree, but certainly as social norms. Cornell West, in
describing the roots of his prophetic pragmatism, one such democratic iteration, writes that "the
mark of the prophet is to speak the truth in love with courage-- come what may."s Broadly
speaking, this chapter seeks to describe the post-democratic threat to political participants not in
terms of reprisal, but of insignificance, not out of fear of what may come, but of what may be
missed.

In doing so, we turn to a text not traditionally affiliated with the question of political
withdrawal, but rather that of citizenship reimagined on the cusp of the modern era: Benjamin
Constant's 1819 address to the Athénée Royal, more commonly known as "The liberty of the
Ancients compared with that of the Moderns". Traditionally, this work is considered canonical for
its lucidity in describing the differences between the active, total participatory state of antiquity
and the passive, mass state of today, while still noting the relationship between their respective
conceptions of liberty: that the enjoyment of modern liberty depends upon a minimal
commitment to political participation. Following suit, most committed liberals still stipulate some
baseline of political participation, if only just to specify that the opportunity for it must exist.”

In spite of our sympathy towards Constant's contention, that one's private liberty cannot
be guaranteed unless one is involved politically, Marcel Gauchet correctly notes that the
concluding 'just-so' story offered by Constant raises more anxieties than it alleviates.8 This is not
to suggest that there is some esoteric reading of Constant to unearth, that he intentionally
disguised his contentions out of fear of persecution, but it is to point out that we can read this
work in such a way as to illuminate the very real costs of contemporary political action, as well
as who can afford them. By taking the problems Constant poses more seriously than Constant
does himself, we can simultaneously challenge his optimism while revealing subtle aspects of

his position that pre-figure contemporary post-demaocratic conditions: namely, a public
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incentivized to embrace powerlessness and the domination of politics by wealthy elites. In this
way, an immanent critique of Constant's work becomes revelatory for our own political
experience.

However, in order to challenge the normative claim that we have a prima facie obligation
to political participation under post-democratic conditions, two other contributions are necessary
to supplement Constant's. Sidney Hook, in "Pragmatism and the Tragic Sense of Life," gives us
a non-idyllic look at political commitments in a greater context of missed opportunities and
frustration, one which does not advocate withdrawal, but reiterates the costs we find in Constant
more palpably. In light of this re-description, the story of activist Peter Kingsnorth, an
environmentalist who has come to embrace his own futility, then offers an exemplary portrait of
the contemporary costs of political participation. Read in the context of these accounts,
Constant can be said to distill the costly futility of political participation by ordinary citizens under
post-democratic conditions and give us reason to reject the claim that we have any obligation
toward political participation. And though this may contribute to a vicious cycle in which
increased political disengagement begets even further degrees of powerlessness, it is also the
case that, in this political context, levying such an obligation may only yield feelings of guilt,
ineffectualness, and even shame, while doing nothing to slow the wane (assuming it was ever
present to begin with) of popular political power.

Ultimately, this chapter will advance the claim that we do not have an obligation to
participate politically under post-democratic conditions. Even if we may agree that, under
hypothetically democratic conditions we have a responsibility to and for the res publica, that
when the res publica becomes a de facto res patricia, our relative powerlessness coupled with
the real costs of participation absolves our responsibility.®

In order to defend this contention, we will proceed in the following fashion. First, we will

construct a brief exegesis of Constant's conditions of modern liberty, with special emphasis on
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contemporary obstacles to meaningful political participation. Second, we will explore Constant's
conception of private wealth as the foundation for modern political participation, troubling the
political role of the ordinary citizen under democratic assumptions. Third, we will turn to
Gauchet's seminal essay and outline his reading of Constant's solution, as well as his argument
that this has contributed to a more invasive state apparatus. Fourth, through reference to Hook
and Kingsnorth, we will make the argument, contra Gauchet, that real lesson of Constant's text
is not to fear the totalitarian state, but to come to terms with our own political powerlessness and
try to become comfortable with the fragility it inculcates. As such, it is not a dystopian story, but
a fundamentally ambiguous and uncertain one that we, nevertheless, must recognize our place
in, despite a primarily passive and superfluous role. Finally, this chapter will address the
challenges posed to democratic and liberal political logics alike by relieving ourselves of the
obligation to participate politically. Through adopting a post-democratic insight, we can see that
though we lose purposive and material incentives for political action, we gain the relief and
possibility that come with an absolved responsibility to a practice that, depending on one's level
of commitment, is either merely perfunctory and symbolic or costly, precarious, and fleeting.
The Conditions of Modern Political Liberty

While many scholars choose to read Constant out of a historical appreciation for his
contribution to liberal thought, others have neglected the potential "insights into his thought and
his world" in favor of pursuing "a rather sad reflection of their own."10 Following a tradition best
exemplified by Machiavelli's conversations with "the great men of antiquity,” this chapter intends
to pursue the latter path and ask 'What can Constant illuminate about our contemporary political
conditions?'.11 The conventional answer has been two-fold: not only does Constant describe a
shift in how we ought to conceptualize freedom, advocating for greater value placed in our
private pursuits and less in our ability to exercise political influence over the polis, he also

stresses that the successful exercise of private liberty is nevertheless indebted to the minimal,
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yet regular, exercise of political liberty. Over the course of this chapter, we will develop the
following argument: that in addition to the points noted above, Constant's failure to provide a
satisfactory answer as to how ordinary citizens can protect their private liberty via a modern,
‘watered-down' political liberty simultaneously depletes political participation of its presumed
functionality and ease, in turn transforming its value and relieving our obligations to it, as well as
makes us acutely aware of the precariousness of our private liberty. In order to pursue this
point, we'll begin with a brief survey of the lecture in question.

Titularly, the address first distinguishes between two forms of liberty: ancient and
modern. As most readers are familiar, ancient liberty pertains primarily to the exercise of political
influence, the ability to contribute to and express an institutionalized social power. Ancient liberty
is described as consisting "in exercising collectively, but directly, several parts of the complete
sovereignty;" including those parts pertaining to war and peace, alliances, procedural laws,
judicial matters, and holding officials accountable.12 Modern liberty, for reasons we'll enumerate
below, relegates political participation from liberty's fullest expression to its failsafe and instead
prioritizes the private pursuits of the individual. Whereas ancient liberty is understood as an
active exercise, modern liberty is conceived of as a set of rights. In particular, he names the rule
of law, free speech, property rights, free association, and religious freedom as paradigmatic
examples of a liberty based, not on the collective wielding of governing power, but on the
fundamental right to be left alone or, as he would write in Principles of Politics, one's guarantee
of obscurity.13 Even in the modern conception, Constant still includes an attenuated form of
political participation, stipulating that everyone has a "right to exercise some influence" in order
to offer "demands to which the authorities are more or less compelled to pay heed."14

The turn from ancient to modern liberty did not arise through choice or in a vacuum, but
came about as a consequence of other societal shifts. Constant argues that the transition from

ancient to modern liberty paralleled three interrelated historical movements: the transition from a
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focus on war to a focus on commerce, from slavery to an economy based on free labor, and
from the city-state to the modern nation-state. For the ostensible democracies of the West, we
are very much still living in the wake of these transitions, which in turn have cultivated four major
transformations that altered the ability for individuals to exercise liberty in the ancient sense.s

First, by enlarging one's political community from the city-state to the nation-state, it
became difficult for an individual to recognize her impact on the collective, making the limited
processes for collective governance less appealing. As Constant points out, "[lJost in the
multitude, the individual can almost never perceive the influence he exercises. Never does his
will impress itself upon the whole; nothing confirms in his eyes his own cooperation."16 Over the
last century, Walter Lippmann, Joseph Schumpeter, and even Hannah Arendt have all made
similar points: under conditions of mass democracy, ordinary citizens become politically
alienated and, consequently, become dis-incentivized to act politically.1” This shouldn't be
considered a variant of a collective action problem, in which citizens are choosing to receive
material benefits without contributing, but an existential one; we no longer see ourselves in the
decisions of our polity and, thus, see no purposive value in our participation. Some of us may
have the radical Kierkegaardian faith or Kantian sense of duty to embrace politics without any
confirmation of the value of our efforts, but Constant wagers that the vast majority of us will not.

The next two factors dramatically constrain the time available for political participation,
both in terms of raw hours and the intervals necessary for the successful exercise of political
rights; in turn, raising its temporal cost. The abolition of slavery, which relieved the slaveowner
of labor time and allowed him to make the public business his own, made it difficult for
individuals to have the large amounts of free time necessary to engage in these activities.18
Further, the transition in focus from war to commerce altered the intervals of free time necessary
for meaningful political action. While war involved long periods of inactivity punctuated by

instances of mobilization and battle, the wheels of commerce rarely stop, in turn giving
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individuals little time to focus on anything else. Furthermore, whereas war united the community,
commerce fragments it, pitting citizens against one another for economic gain. Quantitative and
cyclical changes in our experience of time made it difficult to embrace the role of the total
citizen.19

Finally, Constant argues that the individual freedom enjoyed in commerce makes the
prospect of state intervention odious.2? We can consider this a consequence of Constant's first
point; when we are pushed to enjoy modern liberty because ancient liberty escapes us, we
resent being directed by the social power of ancient liberty, both because its exercise eludes our
grasp and interferes with the only liberty available to us. Constant seems to push this fourth
reason toward the empirical point that government intervention is always less efficient than a
private sector solution, but the more relevant point for our assessment seems to be that,
regardless of who is more efficient, the practice of commerce has made the prospect of
government intervention a categorical affront to personal dignity. Our loss of participatory
efficacy has distanced the state's actions from our own, creating a preference for individual
choice over force of the polity, now conceived of as external.

But while state intrusion, and thus our active role in the state, is now seen not as liberty
manifest but as its prime hindrance, Constant still wants to retain some measure of political
participation, if only to make sure that our civil liberties cannot arbitrarily be dismissed by some
tyrant. After all, despite his emphasis on the pleasures of modern liberty, "To renounce [political
liberty]," Constant warns, "would be a folly like that of a man who, because he only lives on the
first floor, does not care if the house itself is built on sand."21 Without some form of political
participation, some active influence on the state, Constant believes that we will not be able to
enjoy our modern liberty without a deep-seated anxiety over its precariousness or, worse, under
conditions of oppression or Terror. Despite our preference for private life, its continued existence

obliges us, from time to time, to publicly defend it.
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The Character of Modern Political Liberty

What is important, for our purposes, revolves around how Constant describes this
defense as fundamentally and tactically indebted to private powers generated by commerce.
Constant will eventually emphasize the need for a representative system. However, what is
peculiar to Constant's description is that he doesn't begin to justify the turn to representation
based on a normative appeal to demacratic principles of equal participation or autonomy, but
from a descriptive account of the relative power of private individuals with wealth.

Though admitting that private individuals are much "less concerned with political liberty
than they could be, and in ordinary circumstances less passionate about it," Constant believes
that "we have the means to defend it [private liberty] which the ancients did not."22 These
means, it quickly becomes apparent, are derived from the privileged position of commerce in the
modern world. While multiplying the areas over which state authorities can exercise jurisdiction,
it simultaneously makes any exercise of power over property more difficult because, with
increased private commerce, circulable property proliferates. "Without circulation, property is
merely a usufruct; political authority can affect usufruct, because it can prevent its enjoyment;
but circulation creates an invisible and invincible obstacle to the actions of social power."23
When an individual is able to protect her property from state intrusion by being able to move it
about, Constant argues that the polity loses a fundamental sort of control over the individual,
making the individual less vulnerable and more mobile.

Beyond the liberatory effects of circulable property, Constant also emphasizes new
financial limitations brought upon the state through the establishment of credit. In ancient
circumstances, state operations were limited only by the collective will of the political
community; because the state is dependent on currency to accomplish its ends, the state now
faces the further limitation of its budget and the will of its creditors. "Credit did not have the

same influence amongst the ancients; their governments were stronger than individuals, while in
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our time individuals are stronger than political powers."24 According to Constant's framework,
the state's need for wealth, held by private individuals, has created a state beholden to these
private individuals, one which cannot afford to upset their interests. While collective, social
power was influential in the ancient period, wealth becomes the medium of power in the modern
age, as, even more than the social power of the state, it is "more real and better obeyed."25

After extolling the dual, emancipating effects of commerce for the individual, Constant
asserts the inevitably of reduced government intervention in our daily lives. "Let power therefore
resign itself: we must have liberty and we shall have it."26 The state's practical inability to
regulate circulable property and subordinated relationship to credit makes the primacy of the
private sphere inevitable, as the power of individuals outweighs that of a public fragmented by
private concerns and time constraints. However, as must be noted, this power ought not be
conceived of as equally distributed across ordinary individuals. While many of us have some
circulable property, this is our private property and not the source of our wealth, but its
expression. The fact that we can transport this property might make it easier to escape the state
during harrowing times, making our condition better than serfs, but it will not make it easy to
start again and support ourselves in a new polity. Those of us with wealth satisfactory for such
purposes are able to not only move circulable property, but also translate that property into ever
more fungible forms, like other currencies or universally-valued property (i.e., gold, diamonds,
etc.), making them able to remain wealthy despite changing political contexts. Further, whether
operating as campaign donors or exercising influence among mega-investors, elites are able to
wield the regulative power of credit, a power unavailable to most ordinary individuals. In short,
we should not imagine the power of commerce to be universal, but as available only to those
who have significantly benefitted from commerce itself.2?

We should not then be surprised when Constant proceeds directly from the discussion of

the power of commerce to a description of how representative institutions ought to behave. Now
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well-versed on the commercial bedrock of modern liberty, the exercise of political liberty
becomes less ambiguous, stressed as a form of stewardship or "an organization by means of
which a nation charges a few select individuals to do what it cannot or does not wish to do
herself."28 Understood in this light, the representative system is described not through a
republican glorification of the community's autonomy or a Burkean emphasis on deliberative
powers, but as a matter of convenience; political liberty, for Constant, is presented here as a
practical means of protecting our ability to focus solely on our private interests and enjoyments.
From the prospective of the enjoyer of modern liberty, any exercise of political liberty is a
nuisance, necessary only because some state official has displayed signs of tyrannical intent.
Thus, while "[p]Joor men look after their own business; rich men hire stewards."2® Why see to
your liberty's protection when you can employ someone (a consultant, lobbyist, or public official)
to do it for you?

However, simply employing the steward is not enough. "[U]nless they are idiots, rich men
who employ stewards keep a close watch on whether these stewards are doing their duty, lest
they should prove negligent, corruptible, or incapable,” to which Constant further stresses that
these rich men should "keep themselves well-informed about affairs".3° This involves
"exercis[ing] an active and constant surveillance over their representatives, and reserve for
themselves... the right to discard them if they betray their trust, and to revoke the powers which
they might have abused."3! It is at this point that Constant names the inherent danger of a
representative polity; not the 'overpoliticization' reflective of a participatory state, but the
‘overprivatization' that may resort from citizens being left to their private concerns.32 He even
points out that the state will be all too willing to encourage the private turn, even in assuring that
they'll pursue our collective happiness; "[tlhey are ready to spare us all sort of troubles, except

those of obeying and paying!"33
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One may object that this reading of Constant paints him as some kind of oligarch, one
superficially invested in democratic practices, and that such a reading is unfair. It would be
dishonest to describe Constant as interested in a polity governed by the super-wealthy, but he
was far from a universal democrat either; in Principle of Politics, written four years earlier, he
defends the property-owner qualification for suffrage in arguing that

Those who are kept by poverty in eternal dependence, and who are condemned

by it to daily labour, are neither more knowledgable than children about public

affairs, nor more interested than foreigners in national prosperity, of whose

elements they are unaware, and in whose advantages they share only

indirectly.34
Sadly, even many of us lucky enough to enjoy some financial security do so out of daily labor,
theoretically disqualifying all but those who do not need to work for a living.3> He further cites
Aristotle in stressing that there are only three outcomes to allowing the propertyless masses to
participate: they either destroy society, become instruments of tyranny, or become instruments
of factionalism.36 As such, Constant comes to the conclusion that "you need property
gualifications and you need them both for the electors and for those who are eligible for
election."3” While in a society with less wealth disparity, the exercise of political influence under
Constant's model may be more widespread, under stratified wealth conditions, Constant's
model of stewarded representation becomes consistent with oligarchy, if not in form, certainly in
political output.

However, returning to the 1819 address, Constant seems to offer a role for ordinary
citizens as well, if we read him generously. Modern liberty necessitates our consistent vigilance;
in order to supplement the practical need for this effort, Constant explains that, through
promoting regular participation, legislators can facilitate an appreciation for the task of
participation among ordinary citizens, despite the obstacles enumerated earlier. "Institutions

must achieve the moral education of the citizens... by forming them through practice for these

elevated functions [of citizenship], give them both the desire and the right to discharge these."38
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Once fostered, this moral education can contribute to something of a virtuous circle of
participation, one that ensures the persistent defense of our modern liberty by habitualizing
citizens to and invigorating them for regular elections. However, this should not be confused
with a celebration of unbridled demaocracy, the return of ancient liberty; the function of their
participation is merely to limit encroachments on modern liberty. As such, their role becomes
negative, reactive, and over-determined. Constant ends his address by extolling this active
citizenry and contending that, in conjunction with a representative system, this model of political
liberty can simultaneously protect modern liberty from both an over-enthused public too involved
in the private lives of others and an apathetic public all-too-willing to cede the reigns of power to
an external apparatus.
Gauchet and the Trouble with Modern Political Liberty

One of Constant's most brilliant commentators, Marcel Gauchet, notes that Constant's
work is primarily puzzled by the problem of how a population can exercise its sovereignty,
highlighting that "A sovereign people is a people more in danger of alienating its sovereignty
than any other."3? In fact, Gauchet's Constant, pre-figuring Schmitt's reduction of democracy to
a string of identity relations, argues that the origin of "the ills of democracy...was always the
same...namely, ambiguity in the relation between the governing and the governed, which the
terms of the elective principle left completely undefined."4° Therefore, "the first priority was to
dispel the obscurity surrounding the exercise of power, which encouraged misrepresentation or
failure, and to shed as bright and revealing light as possible on the nature of the relationship
between power and society... to prevent power from substituting itself for society, and... to
prevent society from appropriating all power to itself."41

Commentating on Constant's philosophy of power and society, Gauchet names two
points Constant correctly asserts and one major blindspot of his position. First, Constant is right

in pointing out that modern Western regimes are distinguished by the citizens's ability to
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simultaneously withdraw from public life and still assume it exists; "or, to put it another way, the
acquisition of the right to live in society without consciousness of the fact that we are living in
society, with the implicit assumption that society nevertheless remains perfectly intact even
though its individual members have ceased to be conscious participants in its institutions..."42 In
this sense, the primacy of the individual over the collective makes society, not artificial, which in
a Rousseauean vein it always was, but an object of faith, something we must assume without
any first-hand experience; society is no longer the means and ends of our actions, but their
assumed, yet ignored, conditions of possibility. Second, as the context for the enjoyment of
modern liberty, "the civil sphere would increasingly be forced to take care of itself and assert its
autonomous creative power," lest it be dominated by the state.43 In other words, the distinction
between public and private or civil life, generated by our reverence for the individual, requires
that the civil sphere be active in its own right in order to guarantee its continued existence.
However, despite being right that we are living with the brute fact of individualism and,
consequently, civil society must take charge of its own destiny, Gauchet stresses that Constant
was unable to foresee that "[t]he undeniable secession and self-constitution of the civil sphere...
has in fact gone hand in hand with a strengthening of the influence and extension of the
competence of the political apparatus."44 In other words, hiving off civil society did not secure
some popular power which could be used against the state, but instead freed the state to its
own devices; "[T]he existence of society still depended on the operation of the state, but it no
longer insisted on knowing how this came to be, and the formal will of the state ceased to be
necessary."4 Therefore, the separation of civil society and the state did not create two counter-
balancing forces, each invested in the protection of society against the other's excesses, but
rather created two spheres with separate foci: private life, turned inward towards the exercise of
modern liberty and resting on the assumption that society at large will continue on without its

effort or attention and the state, turned towards and actively shaping society. Distinguishing civil
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society from political life didn't work to protect the private life, but only make it oblivious to the
forces that constitute it.

Implicit in Gauchet's account is the realization that the minimal political participation
Constant expects from ordinary citizens, being attentive and exercising their suffrage, is far from
sufficient to allow them to influence the conditions of their private lives. Rather, the previously
enumerated conditions that facilitated the turn to modern liberty, coupled with the state's
willingness to absolve our civic responsibilities, provided we 'pay and obey,' have in fact created
a society so woefully unfamiliar with itself and its trajectory as to make it incapable of collective
action, provided it even recognizes the need for action in the first place. As John Dewey
previously noted, suffrage is hardly productive outside of an active and engaged community that
can set and challenge political agendas; in isolation, even the adequately informed citizen is
impotent without a community that she can coordinate action with.46 As such, under post-
democratic conditions, participation is either formal and procedural (suffrage, writing one's
congress person, etc.), making it perfunctory, symbolic, and insignificant or committed
(education, organization, mass action, etc.), making it more significant, but costly and contingent
as well. While the wealthy might be less in need of their geographic community and able to have
meaningful access to representatives, ordinary citizens are without such luxuries and much rely
on each other.4” However, when conditions are such that being politically available to one
another is too costly, perhaps because the time isn't available or one efforts are consistently
experienced as failures, then, despite the formal (and informal) opportunity to exercise political
influence, ordinary citizens may contribute very little to how they are governed or not at all.48

Gauchet reads this point as liberalism's persistent blindspot, reiterating that the liberal
hope of constituting the state as a neutral power, balanced by civil society, consistently creates
the conditions under which the state can "break the organic bonds that had linked it to the

human community, and to devote all its energy not merely to maintaining society but to
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developing it from a position of radical exteriority."49 Much like in Michel Foucault's work, the
imperative to defend society yields prescriptions divorced from the expressed interests of
ordinary citizens but substantiated by narrow, self-replicating institutional logics, all the while
legitimated by the ostensible claim of popular sovereignty.50 Gauchet unites these observations
with fears of a hascent totalitarianism, one already operating in subtle ways and shaping our
private lives without our knowledge, consent, or control.

But what if the more pressing issue wasn't the Orwellian world to come, but Beckettian
world of the present; if our main concern wasn't the political consequences of an externalized
state apparatus, but ambiguity and uncertainty of political powerlessness we feel at present
without hope of deliverance? Contra Gauchet, under post-democratic political conditions, the
incapacity of ordinary citizens coexists with a relatively non-totalitarian, if not negligent, state
apparatus, at least when compared with prior polities. We no longer exercise the kind of radical
social power available in Athens or Rome, like ostracism or censorship, nor do most of us
experience our coercive institutions in a manner akin to Nazi Germany or Stalinist Russia. And
though we must acknowledge that the guarantee of obscurity described by Constant is not
sacrosanct, especially in minority communities, we can also note its hegemonic status in our
discourse, that there is a political grammar available to us to condemn such intrusions when
they occur. Our problems are not totalitarian, but authoritarian. This is far from an attempt to
popularly legitimate Western democracy or even to say conditions now aren't bad; but it is to
say that, under conditions where ordinary citizens are politically powerless, it could be much
worse.51

In this context, where totalitarian sirens may not find sympathetic ears, we ought to focus
instead on the problem of political powerless in itself. To do so, we'll reflect back on the
obstructions to ancient liberty Constant describes in the context of the work of Sidney Hook and

the narrative of Peter Kingsnorth, making these hindrances more palpable than Constant's
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original description. In light of these texts, we'll contend that the recognition of political
powerlessness should not yield a feeling of terror, but only relieve one's responsibility to one's
polity, even in a nominally democratic context.

Participation Costs

To reiterate, Constant contends that we have turned away from more active
commitments to political life because we feel insignificant, we do not have the time (both in an
absolute and functional sense), and we've found more pleasure in making individual decisions
than collective ones. In response to Gauchet's understanding of the consequences of those
conditions, a ready objection would be that this is an endemic feature of liberalism, but not of a
democratic life in the vein of Pericles, Dewey, or Benjamin Barber. Rather, if we were just to
embrace a fully participatory democratic life, we could overcome these conditions by pure will;
for example, despite feeling inefficacious, we can force ourselves to continue on. However, the
strength of Constant's reading of our modern political condition lies in not just naming the
obstacles to ancient liberty, but taking them as permanent features of our new political
landscape. As such, to suggest that they can simply be overcome if we try hard enough is to
treat these characteristics less than seriously. In order to defend the political climate Constant
describes, we can first turn to Hook's essay on the costs of modern political action: "Pragmatism
and the Tragic Sense of Life."

Responding to critics who chide it for being naively optimistic, Hook contends that
pragmatism, as developed by Peirce, James, and Dewey, "far from embracing easy formulae of
the ultimate reconciliation of conflicting interests and values... acknowledge[s] the reality of
piecemeal losses even when we risk our lives to achieve the gains... It is grounded in a
recognition of the tragic sense of life."52 Opposed to the image of Dewey and others as utopian
progressives, the pragmatists here are described as profoundly aware of life's challenges,

politically and otherwise. Instead of the tragic sense inculcated by the knowledge of our death, a
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la Kierkegaard and Heidegger, Hook describes it as one based in the costs of moral choices. He
writes, "Every genuine experience of moral doubt and perplexity in which we ask "What should |
do?' takes place in a situation where good conflicts with good.">3 Of course, some choices are
inconsequential; but "[w]here the choice is between goods that are complex in structure and
consequential for the future, the tragic quality of the moral dilemma emerges more clearly. And
when it involves basic choices of love, friendship, vocations, the quality becomes poignant.">4
He further goes on to describe not only the conflict of goods, but the Kantian conflict of the right
and the good, as well as the Sophoclean conflict of rights.

The relevant point for our discussion here is that political choices are not made in a
vacuum, one where we face a simple choice to participate or be apathetic. Rather, whether
choosing between political goods/rights (environmental vs. social justice; prison reform vs.
animal rights; etc.) or between political goods/rights and those of a non-political character, the
choices are not simple. In this sense, Sartre's example of radical choice, that of deciding
between fighting foreign occupation or caring for a relative, is instructive; not in emphasizing
that our choices are without some kind of absolute justification, but that such choices cannot be
made without an acute awareness of what one loses as much as of what one may possibly
gain.®® To assume a prima facie political obligation is to assume that either we are not in a tragic
position or that such conditions do not disturb the primacy of the political. Many of us, especially
those of us who spend their days studying politics, may theoretically hold fast to the primacy of
the political, but we should ask ourselves if we do so practically and, if not, how we expect
others to (in particular when not paid to do so).

Hook ends his essay by advocating for a meliorist position based on what he calls the
creative use of intelligence. As opposed to a Hegelian position, which ignores the tragic
character of the world through a historical theodicy, and the Christian emphasis on love, which

he finds both "incomplete and ambiguous," Hooks position asserts that what is warranted is an
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emphasis on "informed and responsible decision."s¢ The pragmatist "imperative is to inquire, to
reason together, to seek in every crisis the creative devices and inventions that will not only
make life fuller and richer but tragedy bearable."5” As such, "The pragmatic program is always to
find moral equivalents for the expression of natural impulses which threaten the structure of our
values."?8 In other words, pragmatic efforts should be directed towards investigating the moral
conditions and consequences of solutions to our existential and metaphysical questions.

In the context of Constant's account, Hook allows us to pose our initial question more
clearly: under conditions of perceived political insignificance, where time is scarce and could be
used more meaningfully, ought we consider ourselves to have a prima facie obligation to
political participation, despite the costs? Ought we consider it our duty to educate, organize, and
act, even at the expense of time spent working, pursuing private interests, or just being with our
families? And does our relative powerlessness factor into that calculation? Or should we instead
do the best we can, even if our best must eschew democratic commitments toward political
participation or, when participating, democratic means?

Before venturing an answer, we should turn to a recent account of UK activist Peter
Kingsnorth. Profiled in The New York Times Magazine in 2014, Kingsnorth worked against
environmental destruction and climate change for nearly two decades before founding the Dark
Mountain Project, a group dedicated to standing witness to our impending apocalypse.

‘Everything had gotten worse," Kingsnorth said. 'You look at every trend that

environmentalists like me have been trying to stop for 50 years, and every single

thing had gotten worse. And | thought: | can’t do this anymore. | can’t sit here

saying: ‘Yes, comrades, we must act! We only need one more push, and we’'ll

save the world! | don't believe it. | don’t believe it! So what do | do?'%?

Instead of re-dedicating himself to environmental activism, Kingsnorth is now working to cope

with the "mourning, grief, and despair" he feels concerning environmental disaster.s0 "We are

living, he says, through the “age of ecocide,” and like a long-dazed widower, we are finally
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becoming sensible to the magnitude of our loss, which it is our duty to face."61 Kingsnorth, not
for lack of time or out of a prioritized dedication to any other private interest, decided to give up
politically because of a devastating feeling of political inefficacy.

Kingsnorth's story isn't meant to suggest that all political action is hopeless, that
individuals ought not become political subjects. Rather, it's meant to illustrate that there are
instances of apoliticism, specifically those fermented by persistent political failure, that many of
us would not be prepared to normatively condemn. Perhaps we would be willing, if given the
chance, to tell Kingsnorth that he shouldn't give up, that his efforts are worthwhile and he should
continue on despite the persistent feeling of failure and other missed opportunities. But many of
us would not. Instead, Kingsnorth's experience seems to suggest that he has sacrificed enough,
that he is entitled to his feeling of desperation and defeatism. Many of us would, in fact, say that
Kingshorth was defeated. And though we may idealize his efforts and contend that we would be
better off with more like him, few of us would wish that experience on those we care about or
ourselves.

It may be the case that we feel that Kingsnorth out to be excused because he has 'put in
his time," but this position would seem to hold that our duty is unconnected with our capability.
To the committed democrat who refuses to budge, the story of Kingsnorth, even in the context of
Constant and Hook, may mean very little. However, to those of us sympathetic to democratic
values, yet skeptical of our capacity for exercising political influence, as well as torn between the
demands of political activism and the very real and meaningful commitments of our private lives,
it should give us pause. To a large degree, Kingsnorth represents an ideal of democratic
activism, what we should all be doing in a society which assumes that political power is
legitimated popularly. However, the costs associated with his activity, the sacrifices he's had to
make that many of us would not readily agree to, makes this expectation seem extreme, if not

cold and unsympathetic to the demands upon us and the opportunities available to us. If we
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acknowledge the tragic trade-offs involved in any of life's major decisions, then despite the value
we place on political participation and achievement, its contingent and costly character under
post-democratic conditions may inherently relegate it.

Thus, what Hook and Kingsnorth remind us of is the gravitas of Constant's enumerated
conditions; they help us paint a perspective in which private life is taken as seriously as most of
us take it practically. Our jobs, our passions, our private obligations, and our families cannot all
simply be theorized or prescribed away; and while one may rightly object that most citizens
engage in political activism precisely for those reasons, we must further recognize the audacity
of expecting individuals to choose time spent for them over time spent with them, especially
when the respective returns are so dramatically different. It is in this context that Constant's
prescribed solution for the ordinary citizen, suffrage and attentiveness, seems so compelling: it
sympathizes with the perceived comparative value between modern political liberty and the
other aspects of modern liberty, endorsing our tendency to act privately rather than publicly.

Yet, it is not enough. As noted earlier, Constant's solution doesn't generate a citizenry
capable of acting in its own interests, even if we limit those interests to the defense of modern
liberty. It instead distances ordinary citizens from their polity, providing either a false sense of
security or a profound sense of political alienation, and releases the state to its own institutional
and idiosyncratic logics. Only those capable of politically using their wealth can even
approximate the kind of oversight Constant warns is necessary; Constant's solution therefore
not only disempowers ordinary citizens, but empowers elites. For the rest of us, our choices lie
between a perfunctory and symbolic exercise of political influence through the politically
neutralized procedures available in liberal representative democracies or a committed, engaged
effort, a la Kingsnorth, one which tries to take the democratic promise seriously but with high
costs for little, fleeting, or no gains. The former is insignificant, but the latter may be too much to

ask of us.
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Political Participation and Post-Democracy

As previously pointed out, Hook adopts a broadly meliorist position, one which attempts
to make the best out of bad situations. While the post-democratic project is not inherently
pragmatist, we may sympathize with this impulse to use our creative intelligence to morally
come to terms with the nature of our world and our possible solutions. However, when the
nature of our world is such that ordinary citizens insignificantly influence our ostensibly collective
decisions, where political possibilities are foreclosed a priori by political actors better able to
pursue their interests, and where earnest attempts to contribute to our collective future are
overly costly and contingent, perhaps the pragmatists move is very similar to the post-
democratic one presently pursued: an effort to come to terms with our present political
powerlessness and to evaluate the options open to us.

In this chapter we have contended that, under post-democratic conditions, we ought not
assume that citizens have an obligation to participate politically. The non-Constantian liberal
may agree and even wonder why this point is significant in the first place; presuming there are
opportunities to participate, what does it matter if they go unused? Further, as totalitarianism or
other dreadful forms of government have failed to manifest, at least not in ways we haven't
learned to cope with, we cannot concur with Gauchet that a disengaged citizenry will inherently
spell disaster. If our disengagement hasn't been apocalyptic, why worry about it?

First, under a post-democratic framework, our lack of an obligation to participate is
informed by an acute awareness of the political powerlessness of ordinary citizens. To the
democrat, this results from the lack of active participation in the polity, but the liberal should be
worried as well; without significant or meaningful opportunities for contestability, the ability to
defend one's rights on a political level, the liberal can only rely on the letter of the law and the
benevolent disposition of those who rule.®2 Broadly speaking, the liberal doesn't rely on the

presence of a civil society actively engaged in politics because she assumes that one will
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manifest during instances of tyranny. But such a position assumes an innate knowledge on the
part of the public, that they will know how to communicate, organize, and act effectively when
the time comes without any preparation or practice. The post-democratic position, rather, takes
seriously the public's current inability to act politically and doesn't assume it either will appear
automatically or be effective when it does.63

Second, whether one stipulates an obligation to participate politically or simply an
opportunity, when both are frustrated by conditions of political powerlessness, we cannot
assume the legitimacy of the polity. One may adopt a strict liberal position and argue that, as
long as enumerated rights are protected (and political rights are not among those enumerated),
the polity can still be considered legitimate under conditions of post-democracy. But when the
only mechanisms for guaranteeing this legitimacy are tradition or the ruling temperament, one
finds that liberalism becomes reliant upon the very forces it sought to institutionally check,
making continued legitimacy a very precarious assumption. For those of us expecting stronger
checks, either actively or formally, our polity's legitimacy becomes murkier: without the
possibility of popular legitimacy, we may either employ other criteria or dismiss it as illegitimate,
in either case fundamentally changing the perceived character of our polity from a democratic
one. Further, as questions of legitimacy are raised, as are questions of membership in,
responsibility to, and culpability for the actions of our polity.

Third, simply because our world is not burning now doesn't mean that it won't in the
future. The post-democratic outlook is not categorically pessimistic towards political outcomes,
but rather recognizes an inherent ambiguity and uncertainty concerning our future precisely
because it is out of our collective hands. In this sense, our position stands between Gauchet
and the unconcerned liberal: neither overly paranoid nor Pollyannaish, but aware of the radical
lack of political influence by ordinary citizens and, subsequently, the absence of a Constantian

check on a state left to its own devices. Considering the relative political power of wealthy elites,
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those concerned about economic justice may expect to be disappointed, but elite disagreement
over a host of other issues may still provide hope for the realization of other political goals, even
if ordinary citizens are superfluous to their realization. The point is not that we are doomed as a
society, just that we ought to assume we will have little to no say on how we will proceed
politically.

Finally, through recognizing the political powerlessness of ordinary citizens via ostensibly
democratic procedures, in turn raising serious questions concerning our polity's legitimacy and
our society's future, we also open ourselves to a host of political possibilities previously
foreclosed by a democratic ethos. Operating under democratic assumptions, activists, whether
sincerely or not, had to ascribe to the notion that they were cultivating a public consensus, that
the activist was the voice of some amorphous or yet-to-be-realized 'people’; whether in service
of the great unwashed masses or the silent majority, their political action always had to be
justified by some variant of the 'general will." To some, this may be satisfiable by public opinion
polling or projections of false consciousness; to others, democracy may require extensive public
education campaigns, grassroots organization, and popular mobilization. In some fashion, the
identity relations that Carl Schmitt argued constituted democracy must be made performed and
seen as authentic. To the post-democrat, popular legitimacy is discounted; not because it
wouldn't be valuable if realized, but because all of our attempts to realize it dissolve into
simulacra, becoming caricatures of a democratic mandate.

Therefore, in recognizing a world in which ordinary citizens shouldn't be expected to act
politically, activists are freed from democratic expectations and can pursue more creative and
effective tactics. If the animal rights activist finds better success courting rich donors than
educating and organizing you and me; if the climate change activist communicates more
effectively via myth (Mother Nature, etc.) and scare tactics than science and clear information;

or if social justice goals are better pursued by cyber vigilanteism than grassroots organization,
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so be it. We could list various goals of the right as well, but many of their partisans abandoned
democratic pretenses long ago. Under post-demaocratic conditions, despite our prior sympathies,
we must ask ourselves if democratic presumptions and constraints make political sense or,
rather, if they work to deliver us further into a world influenced more and more by those with
neither democratic tendencies nor sympathies.

We should end reminding ourselves that, for ordinary citizens, political powerless is not
absolute. Citizens can dedicate their lives to political issues and have significant impacts; this is
especially possible if a citizen is employed as an activist or an elected official. However, when
one must work for a living outside of politics, when the costs of participation, time, resources,
and missed opportunities are too high, or when one values the liberty of a private life more than
the constraints of a public one, we should not and cannot assume that a significant number of
ordinary citizens will overcome this position of powerlessness. In other words, we cannot
assume that we all can or should aspire to the prior efforts of Kingsnorth; and we should
certainly not assume that those who do can constitute enough of a public as to garner
democratic (or, in many instances, even liberal) credentials for that polity.54

So what must we do in a climate of popular powerlessness when we can't reasonably
expect the dedicated political efforts of our fellows and ourselves? For the democrat, the answer
may be to reinvigorate the public; for the liberal, it may be to develop better mechanisms to
check the state. For the post-democrat, when both the democratic and liberal solutions seem
overly optimistic, relying on a sense of popular power we now recognize as absent, the answer
is to think our polity anew and ask how we ought to proceed without (maximal or minimal)

democratic constraints.
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