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LAY ABSTRACT

This dissertation aims to argue against a common assumption of political thought and
action, that is, that politics necessarily involves engagement, either with or against established
political institutions. It may involve running for office, casting a ballot, taking part in
government or protesting in the streets. What this common feature of politics seemingly affirms
is that politics cannot involve instances of withdrawal. In other words, actions like abstaining
from a vote, walking away from government, or refusing to engage with the established political
institutions in any way are nonpolitical in nature. This dissertation aims to argue against this
assumption. Acts of withdrawal, | argue, can be just as political in nature as those involving
direct engagement, even in the absence of or direct refusal of any orientation towards established

political institutions.



ABSTRACT

This dissertation begins with examining prominent conceptualizations of politics in order
to underline a common assumption implicit across all of them: that politics necessarily involves
engagement in one form or another, with or against the established political institutions of the
state. This assumption has largely occluded acceptance of withdrawal as an alternate way to
think and act politically. Recent literature has begun to show how acts of withdrawal may be
understood to be politically relevant. There are two issues that plague this literature, however. It
does not always make it sufficiently clear what makes withdrawal political in its own right, and a
good portion of the literature that attempts this does so by putting it in direct relation to the state,
in effect constraining a fuller appreciation of withdrawal as a novel and distinctive way of acting
politically.

This dissertation aims to contribute to the growing literature on political withdrawal by
making it clear what makes instances of withdrawal political in the first place, even when there is
either no discernible relation to the state or is conducted in express refusal of the state and its
institutions. It does this by utilizing the prominent approaches to politics outlined at the outset of
the dissertation. In arguing for the political nature of withdrawal, this dissertation hopes to
expand our common understanding of politics, and thus widen the scope of both political action

and thought.
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation aims to contribute to a continually growing literature on
“withdrawal,” a notion that has only recently emerged as a distinctly political concept. In
its introductory chapter, a recent anthology on the matter asks if “withdrawal” can be
conducted as a form of politics, and if so, to what extent there can be something like a
“politics of withdrawal.” As its authors note, a “politics of withdrawal”” would appear to
be an oxymoron, as withdrawal entails “non-action, inoperativity, dis-engagement,”
whereas politics, if understood within the context of contemporary understandings of the
political, entails “engagement,” “intervention,” “representation” and “struggle.”* To

withdraw, in other words, would be an apolitical, if not anti-political gesture.

Yet, despite its detractors, and assumptions to the contrary, withdrawal has and
does occur in distinctly political contexts. For example, prior to the official legal abolition
of slavery throughout the United States, thousands of African Americans had sought
refuge from their condition by attempting to flee from their former masters. Many of
these, like Frederick Douglass, became outspoken and politically active members of the
abolitionist movement—an ability afforded to him only after he found freedom in self-
imposed internal exile.? Since at least the seventeenth century, America has been the

refuge of individuals fleeing intolerance and oppression from all over the world. Some of

! De Blooise, Joost and Pepita Hesselberth, editors. “Introduction: Towards a Politics of Withdrawal?”
Politics of Withdrawal: Media, Arts, Theory. Rowman and Littlefield, 2020, 1.
2 See: Douglass, Frederick. “Narratives of the Life of Frederick Douglass.” The Classic Slave Narratives.
Edited by Henry Louis Gates, New American Library, 1987.
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these, like many of the Black abolitionists in the early nineteenth century, are political
exiles who continue to fight from afar for change in the polities they left behind. Other
examples, which I will look at in more detail throughout this dissertation, include acts
like voter abstentions and boycotts, labour strikes, and the Occupy encampments. As this
cursory, yet diverse list of examples I just noted shows, withdrawal appears to occur in
political contexts. What makes withdrawal political in the first place is something I will
make clear and defend in this dissertation. Suffice it to say in this introductory note that
the main difference between withdrawal and the kind of politics its detractors have
compared it to is not that between “inaction” and “action”—the examples listed above,
for example, exemplify action and activity—but rather what | venture to call their
directional movement. That is, in withdrawing one is actively withdrawing from, in
whatever shape that takes, rather than directly engaging with established political
institutions, or other manifestations of power. The fact remains, however, that in
withdrawing one might nevertheless remain politically active; the withdrawal itself might
be seen as a political act. Thus, as the editors of Politics of Withdrawal: Media, Arts,
Theory argue: “withdrawal means anything but depoliticization: to withdraw is not to
retreat into passivity.”

This brief introduction into the notion of withdrawal surely raises the question of

how the term will be understood in the present project. It would be helpful, before I go

any further, to briefly state how I will be using it. Like any political activities that are

3 De Blooise and Hessleberth, “Introduction: Towards a Politics of Withdrawal,” 2.
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otherwise engaged with their object of concern, political withdrawals can look very
different in practice. They are often conceived in terms of physicality—the leaving of one
physical, political or legal place for another. And this in turn can be understood, or
undertaken, internally, as in moving from one jurisdiction within a state to another, or
externally, as with political exiles fleeing their homelands and fighting for change from
abroad. But not all withdrawals are strictly physical in this sense. They can involve not
necessarily leaving one legal, social or physical space for another, but disengaging from
particular activities, like withdrawing support from one political party to support another,
boycotting a vote, rescinding one’s involvement or support for certain political groups or
organizations, or refusing a particular set of circumstances, activity or way of life.
Furthermore, the very way in which any of these kinds of withdrawals are conducted can
look very different in practice. They can be, as Jennet Kirkpatrick has demonstrated,*
noisy or quiet, singular or collective, expressive or muted, communicative or resistant.
Moreover, several synonymous terms for withdrawal have been used in political theory,
such as exodus, flight, retreat, refusal, desertion, destitution, and exit, to discuss what are
all otherwise political withdrawals. For the sake of convenience, | primarily employ the
term “withdrawal” in this dissertation largely as a blanket term to describe a general
mode of political activity that can be used to designate any number or kinds of political

actions or activities that, however different in practice, are united in the fact that their

4 Kirkpatrick, Jennet. The Virtues of Exit: On Resistance and Quitting Politics. University of North Carolina
Press, 2017.
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primary mode of action is a withdrawing from rather than a direct engagement with
manifestations of power.

Although political withdrawals have and do occur, it might seem surprising that
withdrawal has not, until very recently, been appreciated and more deeply investigated as
a distinctly political concept in its own right in the tradition of political thought. The
reason for this has already been intimated above: politics has largely been understood in
terms of engagement (or cognate notions like “voice,” “direct action,” and
“intervention”). There are a few exceptions. Albert O. Hirschman is arguably the first
theorist to have discussed withdrawal, or “exit” as he prefers, in clearly political contexts.
For Hirschman, to withdraw means to exit from an organization, relationship, institution,
or process with which one has some grievance, or in which one has lost faith, and to take
one’s support elsewhere.® In political contexts, this largely means voters or party
members exiting from one political party or organization for another or leaving a
government post. This was groundbreaking because up until the time Hirschman wrote
about withdrawal in Exit, Voice and Loyalty in the 1970s, “voice,” as he observes, had
been the dominant way in which to understand political actions or events. Voice,
according to Hirschman, means stating one’s opinion, or dissatisfaction, by way of
visible, vocal, and public forms of expression that directly and openly convey one’s
opinion on a matter of concern. To employ voice is to call to the other, or in other words,

to directly engage, as | would say, with the relevant actors and institutions with which

5 Hirschman, Albert O. Exit, Voice and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, Organizations, and States.
Harvard University Press, 1970, 4.
4



one wishes to express solidarity with, or, conversely, express concerns or grievances to.°
A number of studies in both political science and political thought, written in the wake of
Hirschman, have since applied his dual notion of voice and exit to examine (or re-
examine) and understand a variety of different sociopolitical phenomena, some of which |
will address in this dissertation. In “Voting With Your Feet: Exit-based Empowerment in
Democratic Theory,”” Mark Warren, for example, extends Hirschman’s analysis of
political withdrawals in the context of democratic decision making. Noting that the latter
has long been dominated by a “voice-monopoly model,” understood to simply mean that
democracy ideally revolves around the voice, engagement, or direct action of citizens,
Warren argues that a more productive way to understand, and thus strengthen, democratic
practices is to view the ability of citizens to choose from among different political parties
and individuals vying for a seat in decision making assemblies as the ability to withhold
their votes, that is, to withdraw from one party for another. With a less sanguine view of
democratic institutions in general, llya Somin has argued that the ability to choose the
government policies one wishes to live under by being able to move from one jurisdiction
(local, sub-national, or even national) to another, dubbed “foot voting,” is a hallmark of
political freedom that should be protected, enhanced, and promoted as much as
engagement with political institutions is. Arguing that individual voters almost never

have more than a miniscule chance of making a difference to the outcome of an election,

8 Hirschman, Exit, Voice and Loyalty, 4.
7 Warren, Mark E. “Voting With Your Feet: Exit-based Empowerment in Democratic Theory.” The
American Political Science Review, vol. 105, no. 4, Nov 11, pp. 683-701.
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foot voting empowers them and “offers individuals a chance to make decisions that
actually matter” and will have a noticeably positive impact as far as the government
policies that govern aspects of their lives are concerned.®

Jennet Kirkpatrick is the latest to have written extensively and explicitly about
political withdrawal, situating her book The Virtues of Exit: On Resistance and Quitting
Politics as both a direct extension of Hirschman’s work on exit, but also as a response to
some of its limitations, as she understands them. Kirkpatrick notes how the large part of
the existing scholarship, from Hirschman onward, tends to view withdrawal as a
“uniform, uncomplicated action,” focused almost wholly on the effect it has on
established decision making mechanisms and institutions,® and says little about the
explicitly political nature of withdrawals themselves, besides or beyond their effect on
conventional political institutions. She attempts to give a more expansive and nuanced
picture of withdrawal, drawing on an eclectic variety of examples, such as fugitive slaves
in pre-emancipation America, political exiles, and Henry Thoreau’s two-year sojourn at
Walden Pond. Additionally, she attempts to explicitly highlight what makes withdrawal
political in the first place, which many accounts fail to do adequately. On Kirkpatrick’s
reading, a withdrawal is political insofar as those withdrawing are “attached,” that is
“remain connected via politics to the organization or place that was left.” She adds that

the connection must be fixed “on changing the political leadership, addressing a policy

8 Somin, llya. “How Foot Voting Enhances Political Freedom.” San Diego Law Review, vol. 56, no. 1089,
2019, pp. 1089-1120, 1089.
9 Kirkpatrick, The Virtues of Exit, 4.



issue, altering political ideas” of the state or state institutions that have been withdrawn
from.10

This growing and multi-faceted interest in the notion of withdrawal is a pertinent
development given that, as some commentators have noted, traditional forms of political
engagement are perceived to have failed to address the multitude of social, political,
economic, and even psychological issues that have increasingly turned many individuals
away from established political institutions and conventional methods of political
engagement, especially in representative democracies.!! Since the middle of the past
century, a growing number of political movements have sought to bypass traditional
institutional arrangements altogether in order to have their concerns and accompanying
demands addressed. Thus, as some commentators have noted, we seem to be living in an
era where “dissent and defiance, revolt and resistance, tumults and uprisings... seem
increasingly to be emerging as the normal modes in which many populations today relate
to their lawfully constituted governments.”? Such a phenomenon, particularly salient
over the last two decades, appears to have heralded the “return of the political,” the
purported loss of which was increasingly mourned in the last decade of the twentieth

century.'® Many, if not most extra-institutional political movements engage in forms of

10 Kirkpatrick, The Virtues of Exit, 19.
11 For more on this perspective, see, for example: Ranciére, Jacques. Hatred of Democracy. Translated by
Steve Corcoran, Verso, 2014; Swyngedouw, Erik. “Where is the Political? Insurgent Mobilizations and the
Incipient ‘Return of the Political.”” Space and Polity, vol. 18, no. 2, 2014, pp. 122-136.
12 Laudani, Raffaele. Disobedience in Western Political Thought: A Genealogy. Translated by Jason Francis
McGimsey, Cambridge University Press, 2013, viii.
13 See, for example: Badiou, Alain. Metapolitics. Translated by Jason Barker, Verso, 2006; Mouffe, Chantal.
The Return of the Political. Verso, 2005; Ranciére, Jacques. On the Shores of Politics. Translated by Liz
Heron, Verso, 2007.
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protests which seek to be visible, public, and vocal. Indeed, the notion of extra-
institutional movements is apt to evoke images of demonstrations in the street, speeches,
petitions, or other forms of public manifestation of discontent. Moreover, they typically

seek to directly engage with reigning political institutions (if from the outside).

It is not uncommon, however, that even under such pressure governments do not
give way to reform, and often retain the structural inequities such protests and
movements seek to address, even if in another form. Thus, when direct engagement,
either in its institutional or extra-institutional form, has made little change, this can and
has led to feelings that nothing more can be done, and that political engagement in all its
forms is futile.!* However, as | demonstrate throughout this dissertation, politics does not
end with engagement, and withdrawal need not simply be seen as a withdrawal from
politics. In some cases, withdrawal may be the only political recourse left when power
has become stifling and intractable. Withdrawal is potentially appealing to those who
have lost faith in political engagement because it signals a break with the status quo,
especially with conventional methods and institutions by which individuals are
presumably afforded the ability to address and make social, political, and economic
change. Moreover, withdrawal promises, if not a new, then a radically different way for

individuals to act politically, to directly and meaningfully raise those concerns not

14 See: Dubreuil, Laurent. The Refusal of Politics. Translated by Cory Browning. Edinburgh University Press,
2016; Heller, Nathan. “Is There Any Point to Protesting?” The New Yorker, 14 August 2017.
www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/08/21/is-there-any-point-to-protesting.
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adequately addressed through conventional political methods, without feeling like they

are pulling away or disengaging from political action itself.

The growing literature on withdrawal constitutes an emerging awareness of the
latter as both a distinctively political concept and activity that may, in fact, help to
address the concerns briefly noted above. Moreover, as | will demonstrate, a discussion
of withdrawal can elicit the same kind of attention and debates that other political
concepts do, like power or conflict. It is with this in mind that I intend to argue in this
dissertation that withdrawal can be understood as political, a claim | will defend against
the predominant assumption that it is not. In addition, | intend to show that political
withdrawal has different manifestations in practice depending on how we understand the
nature of politics itself: whether as limited to the state and its governing institutions, or,
especially, as emerging out of conflict and acting together with others in non-state
contexts of power. Withdrawal gains sense and theoretical depth in relation to the way the
main concepts of politics are shown to intersect in relation to it, and how it contributes to

an alternative way of articulating them.

| believe this latter point is an important part of my contribution to the emerging
literature on the politics of withdrawal because many of the theorists who discuss
withdrawal in politically affirmative terms, including those mentioned above, largely fail
to adequately address an important assertion made by Jennet Kirkpatrick in The Virtues of
Exit, which had, according to her, persisted long after Hirschman introduced exit as a

politically relevant notion: that is that a study of withdrawal can give us insight into the



notion of politics itself.!®> As she notes, political concepts like justice, freedom, conflict or
power, have the capacity to explain the “social world.”® But they must also, surely, be
able to say something about the notion of politics itself. Concepts like “conflict,”
“power,” and “acting together,” for example, have, especially over the past century, been
utilized to examine the nature of the political and its re-imagining beyond the confines of
the state and its institutions. Conflict, for example, once seen as anathema to a well-
ordered society and good governance—the hallmarks of political thought since Plato and
Aristotle, right down to Hobbes and in many quarters of political thought today— was
later taken to be a characteristic of state-based politics starting with Machiavelli and later
systematized as such by Max Weber at the turn of the twentieth century, before being
understood, starting with Carl Schmitt in the 1920s, as the underlying essence of politics
itself, and not simply a feature of the institutional politics of the state. Neither Hirschman,
nor many of those who have written about withdrawal in his wake, have sufficiently
interrogated politics via the notion of withdrawal, at least not in any systematic way. In
most cases they have simply assumed what politics is and discussed their understanding,
or advocacy, of withdrawal strictly in relation to the sole definition or assumption of
politics they are employing, which, more often than not, is an understanding that sees it
as an activity related to the state, its government or institutions. The focus on one
particular way of understanding the political nature of withdrawal, namely, as an activity

that contests power within the confines of state institutions and practices—such as with

15 Kirkpatrick, The Virtues of Exit, 2-3.
16 Kirkpatrick, The Virtues of Exit, 2-3.
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the thinkers | briefly introduced above, beginning with Hirschman— may occlude the
acceptance of those instances of withdrawal which do not appear to occur on a strictly
institutional level. Yet, a look at a number of exemplary cases of what | refer to as
noninstitutional forms of political withdrawal, supported by a discussion of
noninstitutional conceptions of politics, shows that withdrawals do not have to occur
within institutionalized contexts to be countenanced as political. In fact, they may be the
only form of political activity possible when it is perceived that engagement with, or any
form of “attachment” to state institutions has either been denied or is no longer capable of
addressing the issues prompting the withdrawals in the first place. One of the reasons for
this is that these different approaches to, and interpretations of, withdrawal have been
borne out of a variety of very different concerns that are not always adequately addressed
by conventional political wisdom: for example, concerns with the perceived failures of
established political institutions themselves; the repressive and inequitable nature of the
state and the reigning economic and political institutions of power more generally; a
history of racism, sexism, colonialism, or other forms of oppression; and a general
dissatisfaction with the prevailing ways in which life itself is lived and organized.

In this dissertation, | look at a number of different cases and approaches to
withdrawal to defend this point. | primarily focus on three particular cases: “Indigenous
Resurgence,” “Workerism,” and “Autonomism.” Indigenous resurgence refers to a
conceptual designation of a set of practices and, more generally, an ethos in Indigenous
political thought that is differentiated from practices which either seek direct engagement

with, and operate within, the political institutions of the Canadian state in order to gain
11



rights and recognition for Indigenous peoples through gradual reform, or through more
combative extra-institutional forms of resistance. Indigenous resurgence seeks to address
the negative legacies of colonialism, no less than these other forms of sociopolitical and
cultural engagement, but through withdrawal. | refer primarily to the work of Glen
Coulthard,'” who makes a case for Indigenous resurgence as a response to the increasing
frustration and inability on the part of Indigenous peoples to make more radical redress to

the legacy of colonialism than forms of direct engagement.

Workerism (operaismo in Italian) refers to a Marxist-oriented political current
with origins in the Italian working-class movement. True to its Marxist orientation,
workerism was a movement resolutely focused on working class struggle against, and
emancipation from, capital. The main theoretical underpinning of workerism,
significantly contributed to by Mario Tronti and conveyed in his defining work Workers
and Capital, is that workers themselves and their grassroots organizations may have
greater power to effect social change than institutional levers, such as traditional workers’
parties and the administrative institutions of the state itself. Anti-capitalist struggle,
according to Tronti, begins on the shop floor, and, importantly, in the form of a “refusal
of work,” amounting to the mass withdrawal of labour power—the life-blood of factories
and workplaces—from production, thus directly and negatively affecting the acquisition

of surplus value on the part of the owners of those workplaces.

17 Coulthard, Glen. Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition. University of
Minnesota Press, 2014.
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Autonomism is a direct outgrowth of workerism. Influential autonomist thinkers
like Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, Franco “Bifo” Berardi, Paolo Virno, and John
Holloway have all noted that the current social and economic climate is particularly
favourable to the strategy of withdrawal as a general form of resistance against
increasingly pervasive capital and representative institutions which, in their eyes, do not
truly act as effective relays conveying the voices of the citizenry. Dubbed exodus by
autonomist proponents of withdrawal, Paolo Virno, a key theorist of Italian autonomism,
refers to it, perhaps counter-intuitively, as the “institution of a non-state public sphere.”8
The withdrawal advocated by autonomists on this register seek a form of political action
that is not violent or overtly confrontational, but in addition is one that is at the same time
generative and productive of the very type of society those withdrawing wish to
supersede the one they are withdrawing from. It is in this sense that the exodus model of
the autonomists is also referred to as a “founding leave-taking, which both refuses [the

reigning] social order and constructs an alternative.”*°

By bringing together, as | intend to do, different discussions of withdrawal and
different examples of it in practice, critically examining them, and paying particular
attention to the distinct understandings of, and approaches to, the politics which underly
them, we can gain not only a deeper appreciation of withdrawal as a political concept and

practice, but can also, in turn, gain some broader insights into politics itself. By mapping

8 Virno, Paolo. “Virtuosity and Revolution: The Political Theory of Exodus.” Radical Thought in Italy: A
Potential Politics. Edited by Hardt, Michael and Paolo Virno, University of Minnesota Press, 1996, pp. 189-
209, 195.
1% Virno, “Virtuosity and Revolution,” 260 (my emphasis).
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the emergence of withdrawal within a particular understanding of the political—as
centered on the state—and tracking it across a number of alternate visions of politics, my
analysis will show how and why withdrawal was first postulated as a political concept,
how it functions across different understandings of the political, and what kind of
political work it can do. Namely, withdrawal demonstrates how politics does not require
overt forms of active engagement, it is not solely reducible to any “attachment” to the
state, and it can even involve activities not traditionally associated with the public realm

of political action.

Chapter Breakdown

Chapter 1: What is Politics? Institutional Politics

| begin the dissertation by raising the question of what politics is, or at least, how
it has generally been understood in the history of political thought. It is necessary to take
a broad look at the notion of politics in general, especially as it has been treated and
understood throughout the tradition of political thought, because this will enable me on
the one hand to show why withdrawal might be misunderstood and not accepted as
political, whilst at the same time giving me a broad perspective with which to examine
withdrawal itself as a political concept. Though I will focus on several rather broad and
diverse approaches to politics, | do so to underscore several features that appear to me to
be common to all of them. In chapter one I focus on what | refer to as the institutional
approach to politics, highlighting the fact that most definitions of politics that fall under

this approach usually have the state, the government and/or its various institutions in
14



mind as the domain(s) or arena(s) in and through which activities are properly understood
as political.

Most conceptions of politics can be understood to have in common some kind of
basic relation to the state, which has, since the beginning of political thought, consistently
acted as the primary ground and horizon of political theorizing. Traversing the thought of
Aristotle, Machiavelli and Max Weber, | show that the most common and historically
entrenched approach is the institutional one, which sees the state as the central locus of
political activity. This is a broad approach, which admittedly encapsulates a variety of
ways in which political activity might be conducted and to what end. Politics may be
restricted to the government and its actions. It might also include parties vying for
government and jostling with each other for state power, and citizens engaging in a
variety of civic duties, not least of which is running for political office or voting for those
running to represent them in government. Furthermore, this approach to politics may be
understood to be solely about the common good of the polity or community, it may be
geared to the aggrandizement of the state and its power, or it may be about whatever end
the government and political leaders see fit. Suffice it to say, whatever the specifics of the
particular theory advancing this approach to politics, what unites them all is the belief
that something is political only insofar as it is oriented to, or conducted through, the state,

its government and its institutions.
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Chapter 2: What is Politics? Noninstitutional Politics

However, as | will show, there are also approaches to politics that do not see it as
being limited by a ruling apparatus, namely, the state and its institutions. The history of
the inquiry into the nature of politics in political thought over the past century can be
understood as a series of attempts to think politics beyond or other than the state, and
additional approaches can be conceived which reflect this fact. In chapter two, I introduce
a second broad approach to politics which I refer to as the “noninstitutional” approach to
politics, referring to the fact that, understood in these terms, politics is not restricted to
any particular place or set of institutions—politics may happen or be conducted
anywhere. More specifically, I will focus on three primary dimensions of the
noninstitutional approach: the first sees friend/enemy relations and the potential for real
conflict between these as constituting the political, the second conceives of the political
in terms of power relations, and the third locates it wherever individuals act together and
deliberate over common matters. As such, the two broad approaches | focus on in this
dissertation are distinguished from each other by the different attitudes the various
theories of politics that can be categorized under them have towards the state. | conclude
chapter two by noting that, whatever their differences, and in particular their respective
approaches to the state, both institutional and noninstitutional approaches appear to
require active engagement, and their common referent is power, however construed,
regardless of whether the nature of the political engagement is more combative or

conciliatory in nature.
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As | will make clear throughout this dissertation, withdrawal itself has been used
and interpreted as variously as the notion of politics, and | will show that the different
ways in which withdrawal has been discussed or utilized in the political theory literature
appears to adhere to one or another of the broad approaches to politics | will examine in
this chapter. It is possible, and necessary, to show that withdrawal is as enigmatic a
political concept as any other that has been associated with politics yet claimed to
undergird its essence or activity. Indeed, part of the dissertation will demonstrate how a
deeper understanding of withdrawal as a political concept may reinforce, but also push
past some of the deeply ingrained assumptions of politics that will be presented in the

first two chapters.

Chapter 3: Institutional Political Withdrawal

The common underlying assumption that politics requires engagement over
power, which | bring out in the first two chapters, can make it appear as if withdrawal is
not or cannot be political. After all, withdrawal means the opposite of engagement, and
thus to withdraw would mean to cease political engagement. In contrast to this view, in
chapter three I will begin to argue that withdrawal could be considered political via a
discussion of the works of Albert Hirschman, and subsequent thinkers, specifically Mark
Warren, llya Somin, and Jennet Kirkpatrick. I end this chapter by highlighting how this
literature on withdrawal in political theory has associated the notion with an institutional
approach to politics, as if any other kind of withdrawal, especially any concerted effort to

withdraw from the state itself and its various institutions was a nonpolitical endeavour.
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Chapter 4: Noninstitutional Political Withdrawal: Indigenous Resurgence

An institutional perspective, however, is not the only way that withdrawal can be
discussed and appreciated as a political act or concept. Withdrawal may be considered
political if we keep in mind political theories that have a noninstitutional orientation, a
point I will begin to explore more thoroughly in chapter four. | demonstrate this by first
drawing attention to the example of electoral boycotts; as examples of withdrawals that
are both within and beyond the institutional approach to politics, they throw into question
the strict adherence to the institutional approach to withdrawal by the thinkers I look at in
the previous chapter. This will help begin to orient our thinking of withdrawal beyond the
state. The rest of the chapter engages in a sustained discussion of a more fully fledged
example of a noninstitutional approach to withdrawal: Indigenous resurgence. Arguing
with Glen Coulthard that this form of Indigenous activism aims to confront a history and
ongoing legacy of colonialism via a withdrawal from the various formations of colonial
power that permeate Canadian society, | aim to show that withdrawal can be considered
political even when not strictly oriented towards instances of institutional and state
repression. I do this by drawing on Foucault’s work on power.

| end this chapter by asking the question of whether to be a fully fledged political
action, withdrawal, in the end, needs to re-engage with the formations of power from
which it withdraws. | point to the fact that some of the examples of actions Coulthard
associates with Indigenous resurgence would appear to suggest this, namely the various

quite vocal, expressive protest actions of the Idle No More movement which aimed to
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draw the attention of not only the wider Canadian public, but also the Canadian

government to the ongoing issues which Indigenous peoples continue to grapple with.

Chapter 5: Noninstitutional Political Withdrawal: Workerism and “Refusing Work”

| further flesh out this important critique at the beginning of chapter five by
drawing on Chantal Mouffe and Bonnie Honig, both of whom can be said to essentially
argue that withdrawal cannot be considered political insofar as it does not directly engage
with the system or formation of power being withdrawn from, especially in an
antagonistic manner. | utilize Hannah Arendt’s approach to understanding politics,
specifically the notion of acting together over public matters, as well as her theories of
power and consent in conjunction with the specific form of withdrawal advocated by
workerism, in order to defend withdrawal against Mouffe and Honig’s critiques.

Like Indigenous Resurgence, workerism’s call to “refuse work” is a response to
an overbearing formation of power. In the case of workerism, the target is not
colonialism, however, but capitalist relations of production. Unlike Indigenous
Resurgence, or at least some actions associated with it, the “refusal to work” of
workerism is conceived in far more antagonistic and combative terms. It thus highlights
the friend/enemy dimension of noninstitutional politics looked at in chapter two, and
which both Mouffe and Honig claim is integral to any form of political action, without,
however, aiming at engagement or re-engagement with elements of the state or capitalist

institutions. | treat the workerist example as preamble to a discussion of autonomism, an
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outgrowth of Italian workerism, whose approach to withdrawal | take to be a more

pointed response to the question posed at the end of chapter four.

Chapter 6: Noninstitutional Political Withdrawal: Autonomism, Occupy and “Founding-
Leave Taking”

In the last chapter, | demonstrate how, despite Mouffe’s and Honig’s critiques,
withdrawal need not even be conducted or viewed in an antagonistic manner to be
considered political, despite having showed, via a discussion of the “refusal of work” of
workerism, that withdrawal may very well display this feature. | do this by examining the
Occupy Movement, understood by several prominent autonomist thinkers, such as
Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, as a pre-eminent example of the kind of withdrawal
advocated by autonomism.2° Occupy, as Hardt and Negri argue, signals both the crisis of
democratic representation and the latest expression of an emerging “exodus” of the
multitude from the reigning economic and political structures of power. Its political
nature, | argue, lies in the fact that those involved in Occupy were “acting together,” as
Arendt would say; deliberating and debating directly with one another in a practice of
grassroots direct democracy over the nature of the movement itself, its structure, and
wider goals, outside of the established political institutions, and in direct contraposition to
them. In response to the critiques of Mouffe and Honig outlined in chapter five, the
depiction of Occupy I give in chapter six shows that a withdrawal can be understood as

political, and in a positive, generative sense, without necessarily engaging with

20 See: Negri, Antonio and Michael Hardt. Declaration. Argo Navis Author Services, 2012.
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established political institutions. As I will argue, the Occupation zones exemplify the
“founding leave-taking” of a “noninstitutional public sphere” advocated by autonomists.
I close this chapter with an exploration of what | take to be a particularly novel
element that the example of Occupy, as an instance of withdrawal, demonstrates. That is,
in contravention to a mainstay of political thought that harkens back to Aristotle, the
kinds of activities traditionally related to the private realm may be considered political
insofar as they are a crucial aspect of the kind of withdrawal from power, namely, the

state and capital, advocated by autonomists.
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if nobody asks me what political action is, | seem to know; but if | have to explain it to somebody who
asks, this presumed knowledge evaporates into incoherence. %
-Paolo Virno

CHAPTER 1: WHAT IS POLITICS? INSTITUTIONAL POLITICS

Introduction

In this chapter | begin to examine the meaning of politics, which is to inquire into
its nature into what makes politics distinct from other spheres or domains of human
activity. Essentially, it is to ask what we are doing when we are doing politics, and what
are the constituent features of political activity. | begin this dissertation by bringing
attention to the meaning of politics because this is, fundamentally, a project that
challenges traditional conceptualizations of the nature of politics. Inquiring into this
tradition will enable me to show why acts of withdrawal have been misunderstood and
generally occluded from the tradition, whilst at the same time provide a broad perspective
from which to argue that withdrawal is, in fact, a legitimate political concept and activity.

In this chapter, and the next, | take a broad look at the notion of politics,
especially as it has been variously treated and understood throughout the tradition of
political thought. In this chapter | focus on what I will refer to as the institutional
approach, highlighting the fact that for this approach it is a particular place or specific set
of institutions that determine the contours of the political. Most definitions of politics that

fall under this approach usually have a territorially defined unit bounded by defined

21 Virno, “Virtuosity and Revolution,” 188.
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borders and a common set of laws and institutions as its locus, typically covered by

29 ¢C 99 ¢¢

notions such as “polity,” “polis,” “public realm,” and the “state.” Because of its ubiquity
today as the most common political unit, having largely superseded previous
sociopolitical forms like the polis and having dominated the global political landscape for
at least the past 500 years, | will primarily have the state in mind whenever | refer to the
institutional approach to politics. Those that subscribe to an institutional approach to
politics typically have the state, its government bodies, and/or its various institutions in
mind as the domain or arena in and through which activities might be properly
understood as political.?? This understanding of politics is ubiquitous in political thought
and has been the entrenched way to understand politics and its subject matter until more

recently. It is fitting, therefore, to begin an inquiry into the nature of politics by

examining this most common understanding of it.

Politics and The State

In one of the most influential works of German (and European) legal theory of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Allgemeine Staatslehre (“General
Theory of the State), Georg Jellinek states: “In the concept of the political, the concept
of state is already implied,”? implying that politics is simply the name given for that field

of activity which is centered on the state and its government. The state, in other words, is

” u

22 Also variously referred to as the “domain,” “site” and “arena” approaches. See, for example: Leftwich,
Adrian (ed.). “Thinking Politically: On the politics of Politics.” What is Politics? Polity Press, 2004, 1-22; van
der Eijk, Cees. The Essence of Politics. Amsterdam University Press, 2018.
3 Jellinek, Georg. Allgemeine Staatslehre (General Theory of the State). Springer, 1922, 180.
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“the insurmountable horizon of [politics].”?* This association between politics and the
state has existed almost since its inception as a term delineating a particular sphere of
human activity over two thousand years, and its ubiquity is reflected in the notable works
of political philosophy throughout its long history. As such it is easy to take for granted
that the state is the proper and legitimate domain of political activity, and that activities in
any other sphere of human life, or which do not directly revolve around the state, its
government or its institutions, should be called by some other name.

It should be noted, however, that though the origin of the institutional approach to
politics is implied in the very word politics, its etymology also speaks to the fact that the
notion of the state as it is generally understood today did not, of course, always exist. The
closest cognate was the polis, or city-state, which constitutes the root of the word politics.
It comes from the ancient Greek words politika, famously utilized by Aristotle in his
work of the same name,? and politea, which is also the original Greek title of Plato’s
most famous work of political thought, The Republic,?® terms which may generally be
translated as “affairs of the city” or “things concerning the polis.” The “state” is a highly
contested notion in itself (as most important concepts in political thought are),?” and as
with the concept of “politics,” the concept of the state has evolved throughout history.
Quentin Skinner, for example, notes that the concept of the state evolved from earlier

usages in which the “state” was directly applied to, or used interchangeably with, the

24 Mezzadra, Sandro. “Beyond the State, Beyond the Desert.” The South Atlantic Quarterly, vol. 110, no. 4,
2011, pp.989-997, 992.
5 Aristotle. The Politics. Translated and edited by C.D.C Reeve, Hackett Publishing, 2017.
26 plato. The Republic. Translated and edited by Allan Bloom, Basic Books, 1991.
27 Cerutti, Furio. Conceptualizing Politics: An Introduction to Political Philosophy. Routledge, 2017, 59.
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rulers of territories and realms, a view perfectly expressed in Louis XIV’s alleged
statement that the figure of a ruler “embodies in himself the whole of the state.”?® The
polity that today most humans live in and recognize, the modern state, is generally argued
to have emerged around the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, with many placing its
emergence, first on the European, and later international stage, with the signing of the
treaty of Westphalia in 1648.2° Serious debates, however, continue to exist as to the
specific nature of the state. The emergence of global institutions like the UN,
supranational entities like the EU, and an increasingly integrated global economy
dominated by transnational corporations with wealth and power that eclipse that of small
and even medium sized states, have begun to dissolve the once solid sovereign
boundaries between nations, putting to question whether it even makes sense to speak of
the sovereign state anymore. My use of the term “institutional” in referencing this
approach to politics is thus an admission of the state’s historical specificity and
continually contested understanding. | hope to thus capture with the term what is both
specific to a strictly state-oriented understanding of politics, but also what, more
generally, theorists have in mind when utilizing the term, even if the state is not or has
not quite been part of their conceptual framework.

But because | am here interested in politics and political activity in a broad sense,

it would suffice, I think, to focus on the state whenever referencing “institutional” politics

28 Skinner, Quentin. “The State.” Contemporary Political Philosophy: An Anthology. Edited by Robert E.
Goodin and Philip Pettit, John Wiley and Sons, 2019, pp. 55-76, 67.
2 Skinner, “The State,” 67
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as it is the most widely accepted political unit understood to be the locus of politics today
and has been for at least the past several hundred years, especially since the theorization
of politics began to be more seriously systematized beginning around the time states
themselves began to emerge around the fifteenth century. It should also suffice to give a
generalized picture of the state in this chapter that would serve to illustrate what a basic
institutional understanding of politics is typically understood to involve, and,
incidentally, what features of it have motivated some contemporary thinkers to advance
alternate, noninstitutional conceptions of politics, which will be the focus of the next
chapter. Jurgen Habermas has given what | believe is the most succinct definition of the
state, referring to it as a legally defined entity “that possesses both internal and external
sovereignty, at the spatial level over a clearly delimited terrain (the state territory) and at
the social level over the totality of members (the body of citizens or the people),”*® within
which a certain system of “institutions are recognized as having the authority to make
decisions applicable to the whole community.”3! Institutional politics thus involves
engaging through state institutions over matters touching on the entirety of the society
and territory covered by the state, or any activity which involves or directly affects the
power dynamics and authority structure of the state and its governing and administrative
institutions. More specifically, this might involve two very distinct things which are both

usually identified with an institutional understanding of politics: governance, and

30 Habermas, Jiirgen. The Inclusion of the Other: Studies in Political Theory. Translated by Ciaran Cronin,
Polity Press, 2005, 107.
31 Wolin, Sheldon. Politics and Vision: Continuity and Innovation in Western Political Thought. Princeton
University Press, 2004, 8.
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attempts to gain and maintain power or to influence those in positions of political power
through the appropriate institutions and mechanisms of the state.

As | will make clear in the rest of this chapter, the most common understanding of
politics understands it as something related to and engaging with the state or, more
specifically, its institutions, especially in the two ways outlined above. In the next chapter
| will make it clearer that, together with more idiosyncratic notions of the political which
do not see it as something directly related to the state’s institutions, there is nevertheless a
common underlying assumption in political theory that at its heart, politics is an activity
that requires engagement. I will clarify this point with respect to the institutional notion

of politics in what follows.

Governance and Administration

Since at least the Ancient Greeks, perhaps the most obvious form of activity
usually associated with the institutional approach to politics has been rule, governance, or
administration.3? Understood in this sense, the actions of political leaders, professional
politicians, and political parties entrusted with the daily task of running the state can be
said to be political insofar as they are engaged in the appropriate government and
administrative institutions in making decisions related to the organization, well being, and
safety of society and the state. Their specific actions may include, among other things,

drafting and presenting bills to parliament, debating and interpreting laws, enforcing

32 Mulgan, Richard. “Aristotle and the Value of Political Participation.” Political Theory, vol. 18, no. 2, 1990,
pp. 195-215, 196.
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them, financing and running public services, distributing public resources, and engaging
in diplomacy with foreign states. In all of these ways, it is clear that individuals are
engaging with or within state institutions.

To call these activities political, however, is not immediately obvious, at least at
the conceptual level. Even Aristotle recognized that one could also speak of the rule or
governance of other kinds of associations, such as the household.® The very act of ruling,
governing, managing, or administering in general is not, therefore, necessarily political.
According to Aristotle, what distinguishes the kind of rule or governance found in a
properly political entity from the kinds of rule that also exist in other domains or spheres
of life, such as the household, and thus giving it the sole designation of specifically
political rule is found in the very definition of the state | give above. For one, the rule
over a polity, such as the state, or, as Aristotle would have in mind, the polis, as opposed
to the governance or rule of any other association or domain within the state is, as
Aristotle says, the most “authoritative,”* or as it was first argued by Jean Bodin in the
early modern period in the now familiar terms of sovereignty: “that absolute and
perpetual power vested in a commonwealth.” 3 Furthermore, the state, and more
specifically, those who govern it, are entrusted with the exclusive authority to deal with

public interests, that is, matters that are common to, and affect everyone within, the

33 Aristotle, Politics, 1 3 1253b.
34 Aristotle, Politics, 1 1 1252a1-5.
35 Bodin, Jean. The Six Books of the Commonwealth (Les Six livres de la République). Abridged and
translated by M.J. Tooley, Basil Blackwell, 1955, 24.
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territory of the state and its citizens as a whole, unlike the head of a household who rules
over a restricted domain and whose command does not extend to other households.*®
Aristotle starts off the Politics by making a distinction between different levels of
community and the kinds of activities and concerns proper to them. At the most basic
level of human organization there is a relationship between two partners, a man and a
woman, from which arises a household. A collection of households makes up a village,
and a collection of these, finally, constitutes a city (polis). The city is, for Aristotle, the
highest form of human community. But while each of these kinds of communities are
established on the basis of the last, and though he is clear from the outset that each kind
of community is at its core concerned with “some kind of good,”®" they are, nevertheless,
each concerned with a different kind of good. Thus, managing a household or engaging in
household activities would be different, in essence, from managing a city or engaging in
the affairs of the city. One of the fundamental distinctions Aristotle upholds between the
household (oikos) and the city (polis) is the fact that, whereas the former is ultimately
seen as a private domain in which individuals are mostly concerned with personal
concerns, chief among them satisfying the everyday needs of life, the city is a public
realm because it encompasses the whole community wherein citizens are concerned with
the common good. This particular distinction between the private and the public has
informed many later political theorists, most notably Arendt, for whom politics is a

distinctively and exclusively public affair which she distinguishes from the private realm

36 Aristotle, Politics, 1 3 1253b.
37 Aristotle, Politics, 1 2 1252b.
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which is the proper place for the activity of labour.3® As far as Aristotle is concerned, in
one’s own private domain, one is concerned with one’s own personal issues. In the public
realm, one is dealing with common affairs, matters that are common to the city and its
citizens as a whole. For Aristotle, as for later theorists like Arendt, there are clear
boundaries between political activity and other kinds of human activity, and it is the
polis, according to Aristotle, which in large part determines these boundaries: whatever

29 ¢¢

concerns it is political; anything else is a strictly “private,” “social,” or “economic” affair.
It is no wonder, then, that Aristotle uses the notion of the “public” realm interchangeably
with the “polis” and “political community” (koinona politike).*° This anticipated the
Romans, who employed the term “res publica,” that is, “public matter” or “common
thing” in reference to the Roman Republic. The term “republic” was first used by the
Romans in reference to a particular kind of constitution in which the whole body of
citizens is in charge of public affairs, and not to just any kind of state regardless of its
type of government or constitution. This origin is reflected in Cicero’s definition of a
republic in his work of the same name, written during the twilight of the Roman Republic
and onset of the Empire: “A republic is a constitution of the entire people. The people,
however, is not every association of men, however congregated, but the association of the

entire number, bound together by the compact of justice, and the communication of

utility.”*! This usage was later extended to describe the Roman Empire, thus generalizing

38 See: Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition. 2" ed., The University of Chicago Press, 1998.
39 Aristotle, Politics, VIl 2 1324a.
40 Aristotle, Politics, 1 1 1252a.
41 Cicero. De Re Publica (On the Commonwealth). Edited by James E.G. Zetzel, Cambridge University Press,
1998, 1, 25, 39.
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the notion of polities or states as “public things” regardless of the kind of government or
constitution in place. The translation of the title of Plato’s most famous work of political
theory, Politea, as The Republic in English, despite Plato’s ideal state in no way
resembling a republic in the way we typically understand the term today, is a reflection of
the Roman use of the word. Quentin Skinner has made the argument that it was the
republican tradition that most contributed to the formation of the modern concept of the
state. He says that
it is within this tradition of thought that we encounter, for the first time, a
vindication of the idea that there is a distinct form of “civil” or “political”
authority which is wholly autonomous, which exists to regulate the public affairs
of an independent community, and which brooks no rivals as a source of coercive
power within its own civitas or respublica. It is here, in short, that we first
encounter the familiar understanding of the state. 42
The notion that governments of states, and therefore politics, deal with interests that are
common to everyone in the state has been a mainstay in political thought. Surveying the
major works of political thought since Plato and Aristotle, Sheldon Wolin, for example,
states that “one of the essential qualities of what is political, and one that has powerfully
shaped the view of political theorists about their subject-matter, is its relationship to what
is ‘public’” precisely because, as he continues to elaborate, “of all the authoritative

institutions in society, the political arrangement (i.e. the state and its governing

42 Skinner, “The State,” 62.
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institutions) has been singled out as uniquely concerned with what is ‘common’ to the
whole community.”*

This begs the question, however, as to what counts, if anything, as a specifically
public or common concern which the state and its governing institutions and leaders have
or should have sole competence over. This has never been settled. Aristotle, for example,
sometimes understands the governing institutions of the polis to have a legitimate hand in
not only carrying out what we would today identify as being the traditional activities of
government (such as the dispensation of justice, ensuring order and security, and
(re)distribution of scarce resources), but also in making decisions directly governing all
other areas of life insofar as they take place within the walls of the polis, such as, for
example, social and economic matters.** More than this, for Aristotle, as well as much of
Classical and Medieval political thought, political rule was also differentiated from other
forms of rule in that it especially aimed at “the good.” As Aristotle understood it,
governance had a specifically normative imperative to improve the lives of all its citizens
and ensure them a “good life,”*> whatever that entailed. Modern, especially liberal,
thinkers often take issue with such an omnicompetent view of government which has its
hand in every sphere of private life. To many liberal thinkers, and contemporary

libertarians especially, the notion that politics should have a positive role aimed at

enhancing the “good life” of its citizens is particularly anathema. In Anarchy, State, and

43 Wolin, Politics and Vision, 4.
4 Mulgan, “Aristotle and the Value of Political Participation,” 196.
4> Aristotle, Politics, 1 2 1252b30.
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Utopia, Robert Nozick, for example, gives one of the most famous articulations of
libertarianism by arguing for a minimal conception of the state reduced to a limited core
set of roles which delimit a restricted public, political sphere of action as distinct from
other spheres, such as the economic and social. Foremost among these is that the state
simply exists to guarantee citizens’ fundamental negative rights and to ensure safety and
order.*® In his essay “The Liberty of the Ancients Compared With That of the Moderns,”
Benjamin Constant, an early classical liberal thinker, encapsulates a general attitude not
uncommon today in many modern liberal democratic states, which is that state matters or
government is a burden most individuals would rather be relieved of in order to focus
their energies on commerce and the pleasures of life.*” 1 will return to the question over
the distinction typically made or debated in political thought, between a specifically
“political” sphere of action and concerns and ostensibly “nonpolitical” ones later in this
dissertation, where | will argue that movements of withdrawal, insofar as they are
understood politically, can also upend any hard distinctions between “political” and
“nonpolitical” activities.

In any case, and like it or not, the state has, if to varying degrees, an increased
presence today in many spheres not strictly political in and of themselves. In fact, it is
sometimes hard to distinguish between what is an economic, social or private matter, and

what is a public issue requiring state intervention, because the state regularly intervenes

46 See: Nozick, Robert. Anarchy, State and Utopia. Basic Books, 1974.
47 Constant, Benjamin. “The Liberty of the Ancients Compared with that of the Moderns.” Translated and
edited by Jonathan Bennett, 2017. Early Modern Texts,
www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/constant1819.pdf.
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in issues often directly pertaining to interpersonal and private life (concerning, for
example, religion, the environment, health, education, and the economy). It might be
safest to say, as Max Weber does, that there is no one specific concern that the state or
government as such aims at (or should aim at),*® and rather, that any concern or interest
arising in any sphere within the state on which governing institutions and representatives
intervene and decide is a potentially public, and therefore political, issue. This is because
whatever decisions the government does end up making about such issues affect
everyone across the territory of the state and demands observance by all members of the
state by virtue of the authority vested in it to make such decisions. To quote Sheldon
Wolin, we might say that the state, in other words, is endowed with a certain system of
institutions which are “recognized as having the authority to make decisions applicable to
the whole community. ”*° Politics understood as governance thus involves engagement
with and within state institutions about issues and matters that the state immediately
concerns itself with. This claim contains the elements necessary to understand another
(and in a way, more contemporary) feature or dimension of institutional politics, that |

will examine in more detail in the next section.

Power and Influence
In addition to the activities of governments and government officials, which is

sometimes simply referred to as administration and policymaking rather than politics,*

48 \Weber, Max. “The Profession and Vocation of Politics.” Political Writings, edited by Peter Lassman and
Ronald Speirs, Cambridge University Press, 2010, pp. 309-369, 310.
4 Wolin, Politics and Vision, 8 (my emphasis).
50 See: Swyngedouw, “Where is the political?” 125
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the latter involves struggles for power and influence in the public realm. In other words,
politics involves competition over power. This is the aspect of institutional politics that
D. D. Raphael has in mind when he summarizes it as an activity concerning not only
government, but also, “the behaviour of groups and individuals in matters that are likely
to affect the course of government, e.g. in voting, in forming and running political parties,
or in exerting influence in other ways on those responsible for the conduct of
government.”! Wherever power and authority concentrate, especially within the
institutions of the state, whose competencies, as | outlined above, potentially involve
many different and significant aspects of peoples’ lives, there will be those who wish to
either challenge it and/or grab it. And power struggles have regularly occurred within
states throughout history, including pre-state polities like the Ancient Greek poleis, with
democracies like Athens particularly prone to them. This fact was not lost on Aristotle.
He talks at length in Politics about “faction” and strife in the polis, or the attempts to
either change the existing constitution or some part of it, or to take it over completely.>?
But he addresses this phenomenon in terms that are distinct from the everyday political
activity of the rulers or governing structures of the polis. Accordingly, and insofar as he
admits of their reality and ever-present possibility within the polis, factions, as described

by Aristotle, should be understood in terms of “extra-political” activities rather than

51 Raphael, D.D. Problems of Political Philosophy. Macmillan, 1990, 30.
52 See: Aristotle, Politics, V.
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legitimate forms of political activity. He suggests they are, instead, signs that something
is awry within the state that needs to be rectified or rooted out.>®

This more modern aspect of institutional politics was inaugurated by Nicolo
Machiavelli during the Renaissance,> and was given a more systematic treatment starting
in the early twentieth century, especially by Max Weber. They are thus two important
figures with respect to the development of the institutional understanding of politics,
especially in its conflictual and power-oriented dimensions, and hence why | will focus
on them here. Machiavelli was an important figure in the early development of an
understanding of politics that was both centered on the state and its aggrandizement, and
which focused on the dimensions of conflict and power. Prior to Machiavelli, and since at
least Aristotle, politics was largely understood in terms of good governance, or
governance in service of the common good.*> As a diplomat and politician within the
Florentine Republic during the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, Machiavelli
was no stranger to political intrigue both in international relations, and within states.
Having witnessed constant war and invasion on the Italian peninsula, it is no wonder that
Machiavelli’s thought is dominated by the idea that there is no stability or contentment in
the field of international relations. As Machiavelli understands it, states are dominated by
a relentless appetite for power and those which do not try to extend their power are bound

in the long run to lose it. States can achieve predominance only at the expense of others,

53 Aristotle, Politics, V 3 1302b.
4 Machiavelli, Niccolo. The Prince. Translated by Harvey C. Mansfield, 2" edition, Chicago UP, 1998, XIV.
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and those others are bound to be dissatisfied with their inferior status. National security,
in other words, can only be achieved by national superiority, and the superiority of one
nation implies the inferiority, and thus the insecurity, of another.>®

Accordingly, Machiavelli appears to suggest that being politically active
necessarily involves anything that is directly oriented towards the acquisition,
maintenance, and enhancement of state power in a world of competing interests and
constantly shifting relations of power. Probably no single passage in The Prince,
Machiavelli’s more (in)famous work on politics, is more evocative of this point than the
following: “A prince should have no other object, nor any other thought, nor take
anything else as his art but that of war and its orders and discipline; for that is the only art
which is of concern to one who commands.”’ While Machiavelli here considers war and
the art of war literally as one of the primary practical matters of concern for the politician
in international affairs, what this passage expresses more generally, and this notion is
played out throughout The Prince, is that politics should be treated as a constant struggle
to achieve and maintain power both within the state, and especially between states, for, as
he maintains, “a prince who has no army but has the art of war will prevail over one with
an army but without the art.”%®

Machiavelli’s focus on power and conflict in the political realm was not restricted

to foreign relations. He was distinctly aware that states, especially republics, are

56 Murray, A. R. M. An Introduction to Political Philosophy, Routledge, 2010, 56.
57 Machiavelli, The Prince, 58.
58 Machiavelli, The Prince, 58.
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composed of a number of clashing and sometimes incommensurate interests that
continually threaten their internal stability and very existence. The importance of conflict
to Machiavelli’s understanding of politics is, as such, exemplified in intra-state politics
no less than in foreign relations. And this is perhaps what marks Machiavelli as being a
particularly modern political thinker. For whereas conflict, since Aristotle, was seen to be
anathema to a well-ordered state, Machiavelli appears to valorize it. This comes across
more so in his Discourses on Livy than in The Prince. Here, unlike in The Prince,
Machiavelli seems to be advocating for a more republican and less authoritarian form of
government. In order to reinforce this point, and in seeming contradistinction to the spirit
of The Prince, he says in the Discourses:
concerning prudence and stability, let me say that the people are more prudent,
more reliable, and have better judgement than a prince does. And it is not without
reason that the voice of the people is likened to that of God: for it is evident that
popular opinion has marvelous power in predicting, so much so that it would
appear to foresee its own good and evil fortune through some occult ability.%°
Thus, contrary to the impression one gets solely from reading The Prince,
Machiavelli does not exclusively advocate absolute monarchy. On the contrary, he
appears to believe that only in those states in which government is ultimately based upon
a democratic foundation is it safe to assume that the power of government will not be

abused. However, given Machiavelli’s view of human nature that humans are

59 Machiavelli, Niccold. “Discourses on the First Ten Books of Titus Livius.” The Portable Machiavelli,
edited and translated by Peter Bondanella and Mark Musa, Penguin Books, 1979, pp. 167-418, 284.
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“ungrateful, fickle, simulators and deceivers, avoiders of danger, greedy for gain,”® it

might be odd that he advocates for republican government in the Discourses. Having in
mind the same view of human nature and similar experiences of war and conflict as
Machiavelli, Hobbes would forcefully argue a hundred years later that a centralized body
politic and a strong sovereign power which is owed “absolute and universal obedience”
by each and every subject®® is necessary precisely in order to avoid internal discord and
civil war, keep individual passions and self interests in check and thus ensure peace.
Though internal discord that threatens the very stability of the state is a very real concern
for Machiavelli, especially in republics,%? he nevertheless believes that it underpins both
the rationale and long-term stability of just such a form of government. Machiavelli
claims that “in every republic there are two different inclinations: that of the people and
that of the upper class, and that all the laws which are made in favor of liberty are born of
the conflict between the two.”%® Referencing the institution of the tribunes of the plebs,
that is, the public body which represented the interests of the commoners in the Roman
Republic, against that of the Senate, which largely represented the political interests of
the upper classes, Machiavelli demonstrates how the institutionalization of conflict
between conflicting interests in society constitutes a healthy outlet for passions that may
otherwise turn into resentment, and, ultimately, debilitating factionalism and revolution.%*

This exemplifies, moreover, how important conflict over offices and influence in the state

0 Machiavelli, The Prince, 66.
51 Hobbes, Thomas. De Cive. Edited by Howard Warrender, Oxford University Press, 1983, 89-90.
62 See: Machiavelli, The Discourses, |, vi.
63 Machiavelli, The Discourses, 183.
8 Machiavelli, The Discourses, 183.
39



is to Machiavelli’s understanding of politics. His views would not, however, fully take
root in political thought until the early twentieth century, especially with the thought of
Max Weber.

A legal historian, Weber’s outsized influence on political thought comes from his
understanding of the state, on which he bases his approach to politics. According to
Weber, the state is an instrument of domination. As he says in his most famous essay on
the matter, “Politics as a Vocation”: “The State is a relationship of rule by human beings
over human beings... For the State to remain in existence, those who are ruled must
submit to the authority claimed by whoever rules at any given time.”% State authority is
backed up by coercion in order for it to maintain its position as preeminent locus of
power in society. Thus, for Weber, the state “is that human community which
(successfully) lays claim to the monopoly of legitimate physical violence within a certain
territory.”®® This notion of the state as the primary and preeminent locus of power over a
society is not new. Hobbes, writing 400 years earlier in De Cive, argued that “absolute
and universal obedience” is owed by each and every subject “to the city, that is to say, to
the sovereign power,”®” or, as he also describes it in the work of the same name, “that
great Leviathan called a common-wealth, or state.”%® Machiavelli, of course, believed the
state is superior to all associations in society. The state is sovereign and autonomous, and

enjoys absolute power over all individuals and institutions within it.

65 Weber, “Vocation of Politics,” 311.
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What is novel in Weber’s understanding of the modern state lies in his awareness
of the development of constitutional government. In an expanded version of his definition
of the state in Economy and Society, Weber elaborates on certain important caveats which
set limits to the power of the state. Although the state is considered to be the only
legitimate wielder of violence, and though the right to use physical force by other
institutions and individuals is solely granted by state, its own right to use violence is not
absolute, according to Weber. Its use is based on, and delimited by, a system of rules,
thereby legitimizing it. As Weber states in Economy and Society: “The fully matured
political community [i.e. the modern state] has developed a system of casuistic rules to
which that particular ‘legitimacy’ is imputed. This system of rules constitutes the ‘legal
order,” and the political community is regarded as its sole creator.”® It is this system of
rules that ultimately constitutes “the right of those elevated to authority under such rules
to issue commands (legal authority).””"

Moreover, the power of the modern state is embodied less in individuals,
hereditary rulers, their courtiers and advisors, and more on a large and impersonal
bureaucracy. According to Weber, modern large-scale organizations, like states, require
specialization, and thus develop a hierarchically organized and systemized set of

positions and responsibilities. This bureaucratic leadership conforms to what Weber

called “legal-rational authority,”’* which is impersonal and based on a formalized set of

59 Weber, Max. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Edited by Guenther Roth and
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rules, such as a constitution. Yet, even though the state has become more organized,
centralized and run by an impersonal mass of nonpartisan specialists, democratic
pressures nevertheless force political leaders to compete with one another in order to win
and/or retain power over their political office.

Like Machiavelli before him, Weber recognizes that even though the state is to be
understood as the preeminent authority over society, authority relations are rarely static
and are ever shifting between states and within the state itself, and this has partly to do
with the fact that the state encompasses a multitude of competing and sometimes
incommensurate interests and concerns vying for the government’s attention and its
offices. This comes across in his political writings’?> more poignantly than in his strictly
sociological work, in which he briefly lays out his otherwise influential definition of the
state and politics. In these writings one gets a sense of modern democratic states as highly
competitive political environments, with individual politicians and parties incessantly
vying for power. For example, arguing for the extension of suffrage in then Imperial
Germany, Weber describes competition among political parties as a struggle among
competing interests “for power in... every possible kind of social formation” in the state,”
noting that this is a desirable feature of a robust modern state, as opposed to unelected
and compulsory state bodies and organizations which are better “suited to the expression

of expert opinion on matters of fact or to purely 'routine' peaceful administration.”’
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Administrative bodies of the state are “utterly incapable of encapsulating political life,”"®

when compared to political parties, according to Weber, because the latter are formed by
freely associated individuals fighting and compromising over state power and influence,
whereas the former constitute an ethos desirous of a stable and peaceable status quo.
What can be gleaned from these writings is that, for Weber, political activity
involves striving to get power, share power or influence the distribution of power, either
among states or among groups and individuals within a state,’® or any activity or action
which is “likely to uphold, to change or overthrow, to hinder or promote, the authority
relations” within the state,’” and ultimately the ability to enforce rules, laws, and policies
influencing and directly affecting society at large. Accordingly, something is “political,”
for Weber, insofar as it has something to do with the authority relations within the state;
8 more specifically, an action is “politically oriented insofar as it aims at exerting
influence on the government of a political organization [i.e. the state].””® Ultimately, as
far as Weber is concerned, the activities of political leaders, and the political
organizations and parties which they lead, or are supported by, are political by virtue of
the fact that their actions are oriented towards gaining control of political offices and
ultimately the government in order to wield state power. This understanding of politics,

says Weber,
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corresponds essentially to ordinary usage. When a question is said to be a
‘political” question, when a cabinet minister or an official is said to be a
“political” official, or when a decision is said to be “politically”” determined, what
is always meant is that interests in the distribution, maintenance, or transfer of
power are decisive for answering the questions and determining the decision or
the official’s sphere of activity.®
The dynamics of the state and its bureaucracy, and the kinds of policies which determine
its course are then ultimately the result of the machinations and struggles of professional
politicians and mass organizations, such as political parties. In this formulation, Weber
gives what is by far one of the most influential understandings of politics, especially of
the twentieth century. That is, that politics fundamentally involves engagement with and
within state institutions, and that this engagement is oriented towards gaining power and

influence over state institutions and, ultimately, the state itself.

Conclusion

To summarize this chapter, we could say that, according to the institutional view,
what makes an activity, issue, or concern political is an orientation towards, and direct
engagement with, the state or state institutions with respect to public matters. And this is
the case whether one views politics in terms of government and administration, or as
power struggles for influence and authority in the state, or both. What matters is that both

of these aspects of the institutional view can be considered to be aspects of a politics that

80 Weber, “Vocation of Politics,” 311.
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is solely oriented to, or centered on, the state. In the next chapter I will introduce what |
refer to as the noninstitutional approach to politics, which differs from the institutional
approach in understanding politics as something that does not have the state or its
institutions as its sole or primary reference. The various theories that have advanced just
such an account do so as a direct response to the institutional approach. While these two
approaches are quite different, namely in terms of their relationship to the state, I will
highlight what | nevertheless take to be some distinct commonalities between them which
appear to be taken for granted by both institutional and noninstitutional centered
approaches: namely, that politics is about and involves engagement with power, however
understood. This ubiquitous, almost unanimously agreed-upon featured assumed in most
understandings of politics is precisely what is being questioned in this dissertation. It is
the reason why acts of withdrawal, more often than not, have not and would not be
considered political in themselves, a point | will clarify in chapter three, before arguing to

the contrary.

45



...politics. What term is more familiar? Yet at every turn in history, we have to redefine it radically. 8!

-Giacomo Marramao
CHAPTER 2: WHAT IS POLITICS? NONINSTITUTIONAL POLITICS

Introduction

In this chapter I will examine the second broad approach to politics: the
“noninstitutional” approach. I do so to further highlight what I understand is the
predominant underlying assumption in political theory, regardless of how politics itself is
understood and treated: that political activity requires engagement with that which the
activity is primarily concerned with—be it the state, or, as | will show in this chapter,
other noninstitutional formations of power or concerns. In addition to this, this chapter
will also highlight how the state and its institutions need not be understood as the central
concern or domain of politics as far as politics is concerned, a notion that I will further
throughout this dissertation and especially in my discussion of various acts of political
withdrawal.

While the institutional approach to politics continues to subsist in both theory and
the common imaginary, the consensus that the state, and its institutions, are the sole
horizon of politics has to some extent relaxed over the course of the past century, at least
in the political theory literature. The state no longer constitutes the sole and unchallenged
understanding of politics. As Wolin puts it, it is no longer the only “vision” of politics.

The “noninstitutional” approach to politics, on the other hand, treats it as something that

81 Marramao, Giacomo. Against Power: For an Overhaul of Critical Theory. Translated by Patrick Camiller,
John Cabot University Press, 2016, 11.
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is not restricted to any particular place; politics may happen or be conducted anywhere,
outside the institutions and processes related to the state, and even in opposition to it.
What makes any engagement or situation political is the type of conduct or element in
question.®? The last several decades have seen an uptick in diverse and idiosyncratic
accounts of politics which may be subsumed under the noninstitutional approach. To
wade through and comment on all of them would require more space than this
dissertation, with its narrower focus on the politics of withdrawal, allows. | will present
and comment on only three influential dimensions of politics which are at the centre of
the noninstitutional approach, namely: conflict, power, and acting together.

| have chosen to focus on these three dimensions of politics because they happen
to correspond to the prominent features of the institutional understanding of politics as |
have laid it out in the previous chapter. Thus, they enable some sense of continuity with
the preceding discussion and show the natural progression and development of political
thought on the foundations laid by previous thinkers and events. For example, in the
previous chapter | show that conflict and power are both prominent features in
institutional politics, and aspects of governing can be viewed in terms of acting together,
insofar as ruling political leaders or competing parties debate and discuss policies that
affect the public realm. Nevertheless, noninstitutional politics divorces these dimensions
of the political from any direct relation to the state and its institutions. According to

noninstitutional approaches, politics is not what it is because it is conducted in direct

» u
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relation to the state and its institutions. What matters is what underlies the activity itself,
and this does not have to take place in direct relation with the state and its institutions.
Thus, for example, the struggles of trade unions with employers may be considered
political. So might the deliberations among community members about how do address a
local public issue, though it may not involve petitioning an elected political official, local
or otherwise.

| take my cue from Hans Sluga in focusing primarily on Carl Schmitt, Michel
Foucault and Hannah Arendt as the preeminent political thinkers of the twentieth century
who each in their own way advanced noninstitutional conceptions of politics, respectively
focusing on conflict, power and acting together. Sluga notes how these three thinkers’
discussions of the nature of politics are among the most clear-eyed, and a reflection on
them most helpful during a time in which, as he argues, we are “increasingly confused
about the nature and meaning of politics” and that “we are not so sure anymore that the
essence of politics can be captured in terms of government and state.””®® Each of these
thinkers, and those who took their cue from them, crafted their understanding of politics
in light of the sociopolitical events around them. Their respective approaches to politics
are largely, as Sluga notes, a direct response to what they saw as the inadequacies of the
institutional approach to politics.

| end this chapter by highlighting that, despite their differences, there is a more

fundamental thread that runs through both institutional and noninstitutional conceptions

8 Sluga, Hans. Politics and the Search for the Common Good. Cambridge University Press, 2014, 1, 6.
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of politics: despite how politics is understood—and there are many distinct ways that
have cropped up throughout the history of political thought, as this and the previous
chapter demonstrate—they all in some way relate to power and require direct engagement
of some kind. This will enable me, on the one hand, to explain some criticisms of
withdrawal in subsequent chapters, which focus on the engaged aspect of politics, and on
the other, to explore various notions of withdrawal and how they might be considered
political despite not emulating the features of an institutional understanding of politics.
These chapters therefore provide not only the elements necessary to understand why
withdrawals have not or may not be considered political in themselves, but, crucially,

how we might in fact understand them to be thoroughly political activities.

Friend/Enemy Relations and Conflict

The conceptual decoupling of politics and state in political thought began early in
the twentieth century with the publication of Carl Schmitt’s book The Concept of the
Political in 1932.8* Schmitt begins this work with the phrase “the concept of the state
presupposes the concept of the political,”®® which is a direct (and intentional) inversion of
Jellinek’s view, cited in the previous chapter, that “in the concept of the political, the
concept of state is already implied.” Whether intentionally or not,8 Schmitt here puts into

question the notion that politics can simply be defined as whatever is brought in relation

84 Schmitt, Carl. The Concept of the Political. Translated by George Schwab, The University of Chicago
Press, 2007.
85 Schmitt, Concept of the Political, 19.
86 Some commentators believe Schmitt’s attempt at defining the concept of the political on its own terms
was not in order to dismiss the state as the central bearer of politics, but in fact to show what is so unique
and important about the state itself. See George Schwab’s introduction to The Concept of the Political.
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to the state. In stating that the concept of the state presupposes the concept of the
political, he is inaugurating a radically different way of thinking about politics. For
Schmitt, politics is not simply “something pertaining to the state.”®’ It subsists on its own;
it is its own category independent of any concrete entity or set of institutions or their
various historical permutations. For Schmitt, the state is a distinctly political entity by
virtue of the fact that it embodies the political.

The typical understanding of the political as relating to the state and its
institutions is cogent, according to Schmitt, only insofar as the state itself is assumed to
be something “self-evident and concrete”® and that clearly stands above society as a
stable, distinct and preeminent power. But he claims that, even if this was ever the case, it
does not appear to be so anymore. Schmitt argues that the political can no longer be
characterized simply by juxtaposing it with the state for a variety of reasons. For one, the
popularity of liberal thought, which, according to him, focuses on the individual and,
insofar as it admits of the necessity of the state, confines it to merely “securing the
conditions for liberty and eliminating infringements on freedom,”® has led to a greatly
diminished and reduced role of the state in both theory and practice. Though not as
pronounced in its effects at the time of The Concept’s initial publication, Schmitt
nevertheless also recognized that an increasingly globalized and interconnected world

blurs sovereign borders and competencies, further eroding the status of states as self-
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contained and sovereign entities.*® And finally, as he remarks in the opening pages of The
Concept, in a state in which “everything is at least potentially political,”®* when society
and state penetrate each other and the concerns and conflicts original to each impinge on
each other (an increasingly regular reality especially in modern nations where “heretofore
ostensibly neutral domains—religion, culture, education, the economy” have become
central matters of state concern), Schmitt argues that “it is no longer possible to assert for
it [the state] a specifically political characteristic.” % As a result politics can no longer be
defined in relation to the state. The political, according to Schmitt, “must therefore rest on
its own ultimate distinctions, to which all action with a specifically political meaning can
be traced.”®®

According to Schmitt the political is better understood in relational terms, and is
conditioned by the ever present possibility, if not actualization, of conflict between
clearly defined groupings of friends on the one hand and enemies on the other. °** He
thereby hones in on one aspect of institutional politics, without at the same time
necessarily insisting that this organization into opposing camps, and any potential conflict
between them, needs to take place within or vis-a-vis state institutions to be considered

political. In order to stress the distinction of the political from other categories, however,

and to ensure that it is not mistaken that politics, based on this definition, is simply
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understood to exist everywhere and at all times, Schmitt is emphatic that the specifically
political enemy “is not merely any competitor or just any partner of a conflict in general.
He is also not the private adversary whom one hates. An enemy exists only when, at least
potentially, one fighting collectivity of people confronts a similar collectivity.”® On the
other hand he does not believe that the political resides in the conflict itself, “but in the
mode of behaviour which is determined by this possibility, by clearly evaluating the
concrete situation and thereby being able to distinguish correctly the real friend and the
real enemy.”%

While clearly defining the political, Schmitt says very little about the concrete
manifestations of political activity.®’” This is because his concern is solely to characterize
the concept of the political as such, or the “essence” of what makes anything, including
any concrete activity or place, political in the first place. Open conflict, including war,
may be accepted by him to be the penultimate expression of political activity, but does
not in itself constitute the political. Political action may also, presumably, involve any
number of things, as far as Schmitt is concerned, so long as it takes place in the context of
a friend/enemy relation and is in some way oriented towards the ever-present possibility
of outright conflict between them. In any case, the scant attention given to the actualities
of political activity in fact serves to reinforce Schmitt’s conceptual de-coupling of politics

and the state. The subtle distinction found in The Concept of the Political, made explicit

9 Schmitt, Concept of the Political, 28.
% Schmitt, Concept of the Political, 37.
97 Kari Palonen has criticized Schmitt for disregarding the “daily activities of politicians” in his search for an
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by later thinkers,% between politics (in German, der Politik), which refers to concrete
activities and set of practices, and “the political” (das Politische) as the substance of that
activity, regardless of its concrete forms of expression or location, leaves open the way to
identify politics in many situations, domains and activities.

Schmitt says at the end of The Concept of the Political, for example, that
“economic antagonisms can become political, and the fact that an economic power
position could arise proves that the point of the political may be reached from the
economic as well as from any other domain.”®® This is a point he further elaborates when
he suggests that class conflict may become more than just an economic conflict and turn
into a political relation when Marxists treat their class adversary as a “real enemy,” “and
fights him either in the form of a war of state against state or in a civil war within a
state.”1% Schmitt’s comments in The Theory of the Partisan on the rise of anti-colonial
guerilla and revolutionary partisan struggles, in the aftermath of World War Two in
particular, appear to all but confirm this more expansive view of politics. Here he says of
partisans that they are intensely political in nature, setting them apart from mere brigands
and criminals who are motivated by petty, private concerns:

the partisan, by contrast, fights on a political front, and it is precisely the political

character of his action that brings to the fore again the original sense of the word

partisan. The word is derived from Partei [party] and refers to the relation to

%8 For a good overview of some of these thinkers, see: Marchart, Oliver. Post-Foundational Political
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some kind of fighting, warring, or politically active party or group. Such
connections to a party are particularly strong in revolutionary times,'%*

during which the distinction between friends and enemies, decisive for politics, is
particularly pronounced.'%? In revolutionary times, Schmitt goes on to say, it is a
revolutionary movement more so than the state, established political institutions or
institutional political organizations, single-mindedly guided by the ideological principles
which motivate those involved in it to lay down their lives if necessary for their cause,
which most effectively brings people together in common cause against their enemies,
thereby making them distinctly political.**® Thus communists fighting in factories, the
streets, or from the mountains with the aim of the destruction of the capitalist system are
no less engaged in politics than those individuals seeking to enter parliament on a left-
wing agenda.

In fact, it is especially in light of the rise of guerilla warfare and partisan struggles
that Schmitt notes, if lamentably, that we are in fact in the twilight of the age of
statehood: “the state as model of political unity, the state as bearer of the most
astonishing of all monopolies, the monopoly over political decisions, this trophy of

European form and western rationalism is dethroned.”** Agreeing with Hobbes’

“pessimistic” view of human nature, %> Schmitt believes that it is an inevitable fact of
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human social life that we will find ourselves confronting others who are “existentially
something different and alien” and who therefore negate our way of life and “must be
repulsed or fought in order to preserve our own form of existence.”*% This facet of the
human condition therefore calls for strong, stable, clearly defined sovereign states in
order to stave off the chaos that would inevitably arise between individuals and groups of
individuals living in proximity with each other in a theoretical “state of nature,” or in the
absence of any such central authorities.'%” Nevertheless, and despite his championing of
the state, this does not commit Schmitt to arguing that politics can only occur between
states, and only at the level of the state. As | have noted, despite his apparent belief that
states are the preeminent political entities, Schmitt’s conceptualization of the political
allows us to see how a specifically political conflict can theoretically arise in any domain,
and between any group or association within or besides the state even if he would prefer
that this real possibility be kept under control and sanitized by the state. It should be
noted that despite his conceptual decoupling of politics and the state, and despite his
ambiguity over what constitutes a properly political activity, his focus on examples of
actual conflict between ideologically opposed groups appear to belie an assumption that
political activity is very much an engaged one. And if it does not necessarily, or
exclusively, involve directly engaging with the state, or within state institutions, as in

parliamentary struggles between different, legally constituted political parties, it
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nevertheless seemingly requires the direct engagement between opposed groups, in one
form or another, if not in outright violent conflict.

The understanding of politics in terms of conflict and the “friend/enemy”
distinction has been taken up by thinkers who are as equally concerned as Schmitt with
the increasing confusion about, and loss of, the political dimension of life, without taking
it to the potentially worrying extremes to which Schmitt’s formulation can lead. He was
no friend of parliamentary democracy, having written an extensive critique of it in light
of his experiences with the chaos of the Weimar Republic.1® As | have already
mentioned, Schmitt would prefer that states are the sole executors of politics, and that
political conflict within states is reduced to a minimum. This, however, would mean
restricting the agonal tussle typical of democratic politics. On the other hand, the
formulation of politics in terms of conflict between friends and enemies has the risk of
being interpreted as what Slavoj Zizek has called “ultra-politics,” or the direct
militarization of political conflict between existential enemies. An example would be the
brutal ethnic civil and inter-state wars waged throughout the former Yugoslavia in the
early 1990s.1%°

Among the most steadfast Schmittians in contemporary political thought, Chantal
Mouffe proposes to “think with Schmitt against Schmitt”'!° in order to revitalize what she

argues are increasingly depoliticized and placid democratic practices in contemporary

108 See: Schmitt, Carl. The Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy. Translated by Ellen Kennedy, MIT Press,
1988.
109 Zizek, Slavoj. The Ticklish Subject: The Absent Centre of Political Ontology. Verso, 2009, 225.
110 Mouffe, Chantal. The Return of the Political. Verso, 2005, 2.
56



liberal democratic states. She argues that there is an increasing lack of real distinctions
between political competitors in contemporary democracies, and that liberal democratic
institutions focus too much on reaching rational consensus.''* As an example of this,
Mouffe references the gradual adoption of neoliberal policies by social democratic parties
from the 1980s onwards, emulating the same orientation towards the market economy as
centre-right parties. This has effectively contributed to the erasure of any significant
differences between them, so she argues, and thus a lack of choice among voters for an
alternative to the status quo. Contemporary democratic practices, in other words, have
lost touch with, or otherwise have attempted to sanitize politics understood in the true
sense of the word. This has led to a “post-political situation” that has contributed to a
“process of disaffection with democratic institutions, manifested in an increasing level of
abstention.”!!?

Real, robust democracy, she believes, requires a fiercely agonal public sphere. It
requires, in other words, a “return of the political” in the Schmittian sense. Following
Schmitt, Mouffe argues this is to be done by the formation of collective political
identities on the basis of determining a “we” in opposition to a “they,”!'® each necessarily
locked in adversarial struggle over the question of how to organize their shared social

realm. In other words, the fundamentally partisan nature of politics must be reaffirmed.

The difference with Schmitt, she asserts, is that such political relations are not carried out
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between “existential enemies,” but “between ‘adversaries’ being defined in a paradoxical
way as ‘friendly enemies,’ that is, persons who are friends because they share a common
symbolic space but also enemies because they want to organize this common symbolic
space in a different way.” 114

Beyond her concern with democratic reform, and in line with her own leftist
political commitments, Mouffe also believes that significant, progressive change in areas
as diverse as gender relations, the environment, and economy, cannot come about through
calm, deliberative and seemingly rational dialogue and cooperation, at least not where
large-scale and important change is concerned. She believes that only by taking a stand,
marking one’s enemy and engaging in an agonistic struggle with them are we able to
effectively challenge problematic aspects of our societies. Importantly, political
formations on the friend/enemy line do not have to be restricted to institutional politics,
that is, to the democratic tussle between political parties and elected officials. For
Mouffe, politics is not restricted to the state, but also encapsulates extra-institutional
venues and movements. In fact, a robust democratic and progressive public sphere
demands this broader understanding of the political field. This position comes across
especially in her latest book, For a Left Populism, in which she makes a forceful case for
both leftist political parties, but especially extra-institutional movements, to embrace
combative populism. This populism is to be constructed around a discourse clearly

marking off “the people,” representing a heterogenous collection of traditional left-of-
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centre and progressive demands, such as “the defence of the environment, struggles
against sexism, racism and other forms of domination,” from a clearly defined other
representing entrenched interests and inequity.*® By constructing “the people” in direct
opposition to the “establishment,” as she refers to the forces of inequity, those
representing leftist ideals can have a more clearly defined axis around which to build a
coalition capable of effectively combating “the policies promoted by right-wing
populism” and other established political formations traditionally opposed to progressive
principles.t*® As with Schmitt, for Mouffe it would appear that the antagonistic
relationship that belies the political context within which individuals and groups are
engaging requires actual direct engagement with each other. This point will be made even
clearer when | examine a pointed critique of withdrawal advanced by Mouffe in chapter
five. However, and as | will argue there, the noninstitutional approaches to politics
examined here, including those centered on conflict and antagonism, already open a
space to consider forms of withdrawal that either attempt to detach from institutional
politics or are conducted with respect to formations of power other than the state, which

are nevertheless deeply political. This, too, will be made clearer in later chapters.

Power
As influential and important as it is in the context of noninstitutional political

conceptions, the formulation of the political in terms of friend/enemy relations and
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conflict glides a little too quickly over a fundamental aspect of politics: power. To be
sure, discussions of political conflict often also involve recognition of power. For
example, though he does not overtly focus on power, and though he is clear that a
political situation does not require that actual fighting take place, Schmitt makes it
evident that a truly political entity requires the ability to engage in conflict. This ability,
however, is not simply given over to just any collectivity that has clearly defined
enemies. It requires the wherewithal to marshal the requisite resources and public opinion
for the conflict, and, in the last instance, the ability to coax or coerce individuals into
battle, even at the risk of their own lives. It is no wonder, then, that Schmitt believes the
state to be the “decisive political entity;” it is thus precisely because, as he says, it
“possesses an enormous power: the possibility of waging war and thereby publicly
disposing of the lives of men.”*!" In arguing this, Schmitt must have been aware that
while it may dissipate, grow, concentrate or change hands, power does not suddenly arise
and accumulate in groups only after battle lines have been drawn between them. A
political entity must already have a certain degree of power prior to engaging in political
activity, and a relationship of power must also already exist between competing political
entities.

Mouffe, for her part, recognizes and acknowledges this fact. She claims that the
friend/enemy distinction, or the classification of groups into friends and enemies, comes

about precisely because, simply put, “power is constitutive of the social.”*!® For Mouffe
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the fact that (often, unequal) relations of power inhere in and shape social arrangements,
naturally gives rise to the fact that “the political is ‘constitutive of human societies,”’*'°
or, in other words, that groups of people will tend to divide and distinguish themselves in
terms of friends and enemies or “us vs. them.” On Mouffe’s account, it is often on the
basis of a real, or perceived, unequal relationship of power that groups form, with the
stated goals of either rectifying those inequities or attempting to become the predominant
force in society. So, for example, that working peoples have, at different times and in
different permutations, formed revolutionary organizations and movements openly
opposed to capitalism and its representatives, and thereby set up a distinctly political
relationship with them, is precisely because of workers’ attempts to overcome the
significant economic, cultural and political power of capitalists over them.?

Power, and related notions such as authority, force and influence, have played a
significant role in the conceptualization of politics since at least the Renaissance, and
right up until the twentieth century when Weber unequivocally noted that politics “has
something to do with the authority relations.” But for him, as I have shown, politics could
only be in relation to the most decisive and authoritative locus of power, i.e. the state,
rather than in or between any organization. Power begins to be treated as the concept

which underlies politics and political activity, irrespective of whether that activity takes

place in and through state institutions or is oriented towards the state in some way or not,
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starting around the 1950s. In his influential work on politics, Power and Society, Harold
Lasswell, a leading political scientist of the past century, defines a “political act [as] one
performed in power perspectives.”*?* What is important to note about Lasswell’s
definition, according to Robert Dahl, is that politics is not confined to any particular
system, such as the state, location (i.e. a parliament), or relationship (i.e. between
political parties or between citizens and their government). Following Lasswell, Dahl
defines a political system as “any persistent pattern of human relationships that involves,
to a significant extent, control, influence, power, or authority.”'?? He effectively argues
that politics is ubiquitous; it exists wherever there are relations of power, in associations
as diverse as “private clubs, business firms, labour unions, religious organizations, civic
groups” and even families,'?® and not just in relation to the state and its institutions.
Much of Michel Foucault’s intellectual focus was set on this insight, even if he
was not always explicit about it. His important contributions to the notion of power itself,
as well as its relationship to politics, has had an outsized influence on contemporary
political thought, a point that will be demonstrated in this section, and in later chapters. |
will demonstrate how his understanding of power definitively helped to shift the
understanding of politics itself away from its strictly institutional orientation, and while
many who have taken up a Foucauldian understanding of power and politics nevertheless

use it to showcase the political nature of instances of directly engaged activities, | will
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later use it to begin to show how instances of withdrawal might themselves be considered
political in nature.

Politics, for Foucault, is fundamentally about relations of power, which, according
to him, are everywhere: “a society without power relations,” he believes, “can only be an
abstraction;”*?* and “all human relationships are to a certain degree relationships of
power.”'?> According to Foucault, power cannot simply be understood in terms of the
repressive or coercive apparatuses of certain institutions, especially that of the state.
Power does not “only cover the legitimately constituted forms of political or economic
subjection, but also modes of action, more or less considered and calculated, which [are]
destined to act upon the possibilities of action of other people.”*?5 Power inheres in
certain discourses, for example, concerning sexuality and madness. The more these
discourses become norms diffused throughout society, they shape how individuals think
and act in relation to the subject of that discourse, and in turn, how they comport
themselves more generally in society. As Foucault says: “power relations are not in a
position of exteriority with respect to other types of relationship (economic processes,
knowledge relation ships, sexual relations), but are immanent in them... they have, where
they come into play, a directly productive role.”*?” Moreover, power arises between and

can be exercised by groups or individuals, often in complicity with certain discourses.
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