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Chapter 1    Familial Intensities

why family?

The pull of the family strongly affects its members, both in its 
contemporary Western idealized nuclearity and in its less at-
omized historical antecedents or culturally multivarious con-
ceptualizations. People often feel their families to be the locus 
of their true identities, where the falseness of their social selves 
can fall away. Others, less sanguine, find their families oppres-
sive but somehow inescapable, often attempting to build their 
own, better familial structures. Nor can this importance be 
escaped by leaving a family behind. Doctors as well as psy-
chiatrists, states as well as strangers, demand answers about 
individuals’ families in the hope of better understanding those 
individuals.

Structurally, politically, and personally, families function 
as the most important determinant for most people.1 And yet 
contemporary political theorists spend relatively little time 
on the roles that families play.2 As befits a culture based on 
the ideology of liberal individualism, family life usually seems 
better left to anthropologists, sociologists, and public policy 
experts. The ideological use of a deliberately normativizing 
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discourse of “family values” forms one major exception, of course, but 
even this approach tends to be used unproblematically: deployed by poli-
ticians or attacked and discounted by its opponents. Few inquire into the 
power and status that such uses attempt to draw upon. The particularities  
of familial experiences, and the relative importance such engagements 
have for people in their quotidian existence, get left behind.

The critique of the family as a patriarchal institution has been done 
elsewhere.3 Some of what follows dovetails with those familiar feminist 
criticisms, in large part because the history of the family as the exemplary 
touchstone of political life remains closely tied up with the genealogy of 
sex and gender. The authority of the patriarch and the patriarchy of the 
state mutually constitute one another, as many of these feminist theorists 
have pointed out. But this book is less concerned with these particular 
models of the family (though it is difficult to disentangle the contem-
porary Western imaginary from the nuclear heterosexual child-rearing 
model) than with the generality and commonality of imbricated commu-
nal oft-trans-generational relationships.

whose families?

“Imbricated communal oft-trans-generational relationships”? In the com-
mon nomenclature, these locales are “families.” Children get raised, by 
someone, and develop bonds with and make demands on them. Adults 
choose people to fall in and out of love with, live with, travel with, invest 
and get old and play with. Love, envy, gratitude, anger, jealousy, helpful-
ness, violence, caretaking, and sharing play their own important roles in 
these connections. Each of us is imbricated in networks of these ties, from 
our childhoods to our individual lives to our chosen relationships to our 
institutional dependences.

Each of these families, of course, has its particular form. One might 
consist of a man, woman, son, daughter, dog, and station wagon; another 
could be a twelve-year-old boy, his aunt, and her lover; still another could 
be a gay man, his ex-wife, and his current boyfriend. A grown woman who 
has cut all ties with her controlling mother but remains close to her step-
grandfather and his daughter-in-law’s daughter from a previous marriage 
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has her own peculiar and specific relationship. It is not the form of each 
family that is significant, for the purposes of this book, but the concrete 
and pragmatic reality of familial life, of the intimacy and attention and 
feeling and interest that we feel for those close to us. Families matter be-
cause they matter to those within them (and often to those excluded from 
them), and those matterings have infinite variety and organization.

In an academic work about the family, one might expect a careful and 
precise definition of which affective communities count as such: how, in 
other words, will “the family” be defined here? Such a definition would 
likely include a dynamic of biological reproduction, a locus of a cultural 
socialization, an existential historicism, a sense of emotional and commu-
nicative immediacy, and a sphere of physical intimacy. For reasons that 
will become apparent through this work, including the provable insuffi-
ciency of any of these characterizations, no such definition appears here. 
Rather than regulating an ideal form, I prefer to accept families as they are, 
in a kind of democratic determination. Presume that all families are made 
up of different and constantly negotiated affective ties that exceed their 
formalization in law, biology, parenthood, or even our own minds. (Many 
people are surprised to find themselves still connected to a parent or sib-
ling they thought they left behind and who was no longer of concern for 
them, for example.) Those who hold that some kinds of families somehow 
count less than state-sanctioned ones may be correct in some ways (e.g., 
such families may lack legal claims on one another), but the intensities and 
continuities of those relationships exceed the definitions of such moral-
izing. Using the self-identifications of “family” serves better, in that the 
reasons why people claim (or reject) familial ties where they do underlie 
the concerns of community and incommensurability are explored herein.

To whom can such a project be addressed? Unlike a moralist, I do 
not aim to reinforce, defend, or shore up the family from the dangerous 
forces of the modern world. Unlike a normative theorist, I develop no at-
tempt to determine the underlying superstructure of all families. Unlike 
a policy activist, I lack interest in showing how a marginalized sense of 
family turns out to be more like the imagined conventional family than 
expected.
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Instead, this book examines what political and social thinkers can learn 
from familial dynamics. That emotional connections develop their own 
attendant complexities, that force always coexists with equality, that au-
thority can be diffuse and heartfelt at the same time: these are lessons 
learned and passed down in families. That they are true at the individual 
level makes them at least important for macropolitics.

incommensur ability

Perhaps the most overt, and most consequent, of these lessons is the ever-
present knowledge of incommensurability, a knowledge that many soci-
ologists, political scientists, and philosophers constantly forget. For them, 
families often serve as a model of a functioning society, a locale where 
sameness prevails, where language and values and goals are held com-
munally, where the pull of individualism is most firmly held in check by 
the bonds of common purpose. In common political idioms and in the 
presumptions of public policy, families stand in rhetorically for stability, 
unity, and continuity.

It actually takes very little critical thought to recognize the superficiality 
and inaccuracy of such a picture. Families appear to function smoothly 
only to those on the outside; in reality they are dens of hurt feelings as 
much as skinned knees, of arguments and negotiations and silent resent-
ments as much as love and support and fellow feeling. In their everyday 
functioning, in their continuous building, and in their abrupt disconnec-
tions, families take up our energy and our attention. And the fact, gener-
ally true, that we know the members of our families better than we know 
anyone else does not make the negotiations internal to those families any 
more seamless or easy.

How well do you know your parents, your children, your lover(s)? All 
too often, the answer is: not as well as you thought. Each one still has 
the potential (and often the inclination) to make an unforeseen claim, to 
ask for something unexpected, to abruptly change direction — in short, 
to surprise you. Each partner, parent, child, and other family member is 
distanced from every other by temporality, space, inclination, personality, 
interests, and interrelationships with people outside and inside the family.
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One philosophical term acutely describes this reality: incommensura-
bility. The fact of human differences, of the reality that two people never 
fully understand one another, is closely tied up with the differences in 
their motivations, valuations, and histories.

On the one hand, such disparity and distance make up the rich brico-
lage of  human life. The infinite depth of others, as Emmanuel Levinas 
noted, provides the very complexity of experience (as well as the demands 
upon us) to make us ethical, responsive beings.4 That we can never com-
pletely comprehend those to whom we are closest makes life endlessly 
interesting, intriguing, and insoluble. It its most dramatic form, such in-
commensurability leads to a familial life of delight, learning, and wonder.

On the other hand, however, it leads to a familiar catalogue of com-
plaints about those with whom we share our most important emotions, 
thoughts, and ambitions. Other people are unpredictable, which leads to 
disappointment; they are unreliable, which leads to anger; they are un-
clear, which leads to miscommunication. They want different things for 
us than we want for ourselves; they want different things for themselves 
than we want for them. In its most dramatic form, such incommensura
bility leads to a familial life of disillusionment, anguish, and violence.

The concept of incommensurability in contemporary philosophy was 
largely introduced by Thomas Kuhn. In locating incommensurability at 
the heart of scientific change, Kuhn both popularized the concept and 
tied its definition to a problematic invocation of insolubility.5 By describ-
ing change in scientific knowledge as involving a group at a particular 
theoretical location whose members are fundamentally unable to “recog-
nize, understand, or accept entities revealed through observations made 
from an alternative theoretical perspective,” Kuhn properly recognized 
the problems and dynamics inherent in the shift from one perspective to 
another, but he also reified so-called competing perspectives into total-
ized, overarching categories.6

Yet, of course, families do operate. Even if there are multiple insoluble 
incommensurabilities between us, we live in and with families. Decisions 
get made, arguments resolved or forgotten. In the practical actualities 
of our lives, the fact of incommensurability does not result in insoluble 
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problems or in irredeemable breaks, at least usually. We need not turn 
to ancient Greece or to esoteric knowledge in order to see the fallacy of 
assuming that such incommensurabilities lead inexorably to unending 
conflict or moral stasis (though, of course, such investigations may help 
explain why and how they can).7

In political theory, the “incommensurability question” links most 
closely to debates internal to liberal theory. Those theoretical positions 
which developed from Isaiah Berlin’s recognition that different people’s 
sense of what is good may never be reconciled or even reconcilable (what 
is generally termed “value pluralism”) take incommensurability as a 
tragic condition of humankind and philosophy.8 But in many ways the 
value pluralism debate misses the realities of incommensurability. Mak-
ing moral claims about incommensurability (that it is a tragic condition 
of human life, for example) also causes its constant and constituent na-
ture to disappear.9 This book aims in part to displace this question: to 
show how incommensurability is neither an insoluble problem nor an 
unfortunate situation to be overcome, but rather the continuing condi-
tion of engaged human (and even transhuman) existence, the condition 
in which we have already happily or unhappily led our lives even within 
our own families.

Though my criticisms here focus primarily on this liberal tradition, they 
are not meant as salvos in the ideology battles recurrently raging within 
political theory. Much of liberalism cannot (or does not) account for the 
inter- and transpersonal dynamics that underpin these conclusions about 
incommensurability and community, but most approaches presented as 
alternatives to liberalism (e.g., communitarianism or republicanism or a 
host of others) share many of the presumptions that lead liberal theory 
astray: a belief in plurality as a problem, a sense that incommensurabil-
ity subverts political action, a trust in the locus of logical analysis to lead 
to normative solutions to which rational persons will comply. My aim is 
neither a search for an authorizing discourse for political identities nor an 
attempt to build connections to overcome incommensurability. Instead, 
grounded in taking people’s lived lives seriously, it is to identify and learn 
from the particular and quotidian practices and functionings of mean-
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ingful living with others, what Michel de Certeau calls the “practice of 
everyday life” and Thomas Dumm refers to as “politics of the ordinary.”10 
And an ideal locus from which to examine these lives is one with which we 
are all not only conversant but implicated, although in infinitely diverse 
and pluralized ways: families.

political familiarity

The specific importances of families in our lives have two interrelated 
political operations: their conceptual anchoring of our interpersonal 
connections and their emotional locus of our affective intensities. In 
the next chapter, I attend to how these have determined the concept of 
the family in the traditions of political philosophy. Why, I ask, have the 
rhetorics of family been metaphorically synchronous with state power? 
To answer this question, I note first how the forms of families within lib-
eral societies function to naturalize and depoliticize power, both through 
their size and through their practices. But second, and more important 
to their functioning, families are the location where most of our political 
and ethical negotiations take place, where we learn to make sense of our 
simultaneous connections to, and distances from, other human beings. 
Family is, in other words, the site of community most intensely practiced 
by most people. It has thus served theories of politics of the modern age, 
especially those interested in justifying state authority, as an almost ubiq-
uitous touchstone, a location of affective, authoritative, and reproductive 
ties which can be used for (and contrasted with) contractual or formal-
ized national power.

The third chapter explains how those theories justify certain presump-
tions about unity in the world of contemporary political thought; it is, in 
short, an attack on the presumption that community requires the elimi-
nation of incommensurability. The targets range from political conserva-
tives to progressives, reactionaries to liberals and libertarians, all of whom 
propose an end to substantive political engagement through a matrix of 
community. In their imagined communities, they dream of mechanisms 
and economies of exchange that mitigate true opposition, that allow for 
the final unity of community to shine forth. To explain why this can never 
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be achieved, the chapter turns to Immanuel Kant and gay marriage: the 
latter as an exemplary form of a recently emergent political divide in coun-
tries around the world, and the former as the philosopher who best ex-
plains (but does not solve) this divide.

But how, overall, do these dynamics work in families themselves? The 
next few chapters attempt to answer these questions by turning away from 
theoretical abstraction and instead to the particular, ontic, phenomeno-
logical character of families themselves, using family behaviors, identi-
ties, and practices to show how incommensurability and families already 
coexist. In these chapters, I focus on how we negotiate incommensurabili-
ties, that is, how our everyday attempts to both reinforce and overcome 
the distances between us play out in our familial life. The presumptions 
internal to political commentary and political science which presuppose 
sameness as the basis for community are undermined by the ways that 
people live their lives.

Chapter 4 examines one modality through which families can negoti-
ate commonality and incommensurability: through not talking about is-
sues which cause conflict. This use of silence goes against the negative 
implications generally given to silence. We generally presume that silence 
operates as oppression: when people, movements, groups are silenced, it 
is seen as a form of subjugation. Certain theorists have recently turned 
to reconceiving silence in a new way: as resistance to oppression, seeing 
how students, or prisoners, or women use silence as a mechanism with 
which to protect their autonomy. However, neither of these interpreta-
tions entirely satisfies, because, as the chapter shows, silence can also be 
used to develop community. It is used, for example, not only by families 
but also by religious traditions and musical composition in order to open 
new spaces for the development of collectivity and interaction. Silence 
ultimately has no definitive politics precisely because it can operate in 
such plural, multiplicitous, and overlapping ways.

The fifth chapter turns to a creature often understood to be a member 
of the family, but one often ignored in most philosophical and political 
discussions. What do dogs teach us about the nature and inclusiveness of 
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families? Most notably, they undermine the conditions generally set for 
political actors: they do not aspire to equality, they do not want to vote, 
they do not even make claims to humanity. And yet the time and energy 
and love (especially love) that we expend on them make clear that our 
formal commitments to political abstractions (by and large) hold con-
siderably less significance than our emotional and familial connections. 
The profound incommensurability between dogs and humans neither 
precludes love nor excludes them from family; instead it interrupts our 
conceptions of the proper sphere of politics.

Such an interruption does not depend on nonhumans: other humans in 
our families can have even greater impact. In the sixth chapter, I examine 
how the imaginative experience of familial relationships in one familiar 
range of events — the onset of what is commonly termed “disability” —  
can demand a reimagination of what initially seems obvious. The experi-
ences of love and care for another, this chapter argues, have the potential 
to change our conceptions of space: we can begin to see it as pluralized, di-
chotomous, or multiplicitous. Whereas most people presume space to be 
normatively empty, formal, and universal, the experiences of caregiving 
can allow space to be more properly apprehended as profoundly differ-
ent for different people. Here too, familial relationships undermine the 
presumption that community demands or requires a collective, unified 
experience; in fact, the requisites of caring for another pull the caregiver 
away from universalism into the particularities of divergent space.

The book concludes by returning to the linguistic field in which com-
monality and incommensurability always already coexist. If one is truly 
interested in the quotidian and everyday practices of human experience, 
looking at the philosophy of language — especially some of its historically 
significant debates — proves an excellent summary of where a similar de-
bate has already taken place. People use the same words, meaning similar 
(though not identical) things by them, leading to profoundly different 
conclusions. The idea that language should be policed so as to be univer-
sally agreed upon and unambiguous has tempted many, but has proven 
to be unworkable and indefensible. Language works precisely because of 
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its slippages and reformulations: these give language its power and those 
who use it (or are used by it) their home in it. Language, in other words, 
recapitulates familialism.

Yet this conclusion begs the causal question, in that it presumes com-
munity’s basis in that which it attempts to prove. If we are formed by 
our families, our languages, our connections to others, and if we simul-
taneously form our own families, sentences, and connections, what kind 
of causal relationship is this? Who, ultimately, is in charge of or respon-
sible for our connected subjectivities? This question turns out to be un
answerable. Few linguists would argue that people cannot create original 
paragraphs, conversations, and narratives within the limits and struc-
tures of a given language; few family theorists would argue that people do 
not become who they are alongside and within a network of people both 
given to them and chosen by them. Instead of attempting to answer this 
causal question, the discussion in this book examines the mechanisms of 
these dueling formulations of pregiven structures and personal creativity, 
which are here called “negotiations.” Negotiation happens every time an 
individual reconceives what raising a child means, every time a couple 
weds, every time an event affects the presumed normality of life (as well 
as every time an author uses grammatical rules to structure a sentence). 
Negotiation is how we live our lives as both communal creatures and 
individual actors, feeling and creating our way through roles, expecta-
tions, obligations, and potentialities. We learn these skills and their 
limitations in our jobs, in our writing, in our plans for the future, in our 
casual interactions with others, and — probably most importantly — in  
our families.

Thus the goal of this book, and of the arguments herein, cannot be to 
formulate the “proper” set of policies to encourage “healthy families,” or 
to shore up one mode of family against another, or to decide what sorts 
of political and ethical commitments make family life stronger. In a pre-
scriptive mode, it is not about families at all. Families do not operate 
under prescriptive models, but negotiative ones: we operate within our 
families along complex lineages of obligation, love, anger, sadness, and 
protectiveness. We respond to other family members along lines which 
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are both predetermined and original. We rehearse and repeat arguments, 
grow apart and together, care for and hurt one another. The purpose here 
is to learn from those realities, to recognize that the prescriptive mod-
els used for politics and sociology and policy and philosophy usually fail 
when stacked up against the experiential natures of families. It is to learn 
from how people live their lives rather than telling them precisely how and 
why to live them. It is to take families seriously, for a change.





Chapter 2    The Functioning Family

the rhetorics of family

Why do political philosophers turn repeatedly to the family to 
explain power? From Plato to Foucault, the family has served 
as both an exemplary location of politics and a source for resis-
tance to larger forms of power. Whether a model for the polis 
or a micropolitical site of subject formation, theorists posit the 
family as the central model for political order and disorder.

Yet this modeling takes a bewildering variety of forms. For 
various writers, family has one or more of the following func-
tions. It justifies authority, underpins conceptions of power, 
explains states, serves power emblematically, organizes com-
munity, centralizes power, naturalizes monarchy, stages pa-
triarchy, motivates attachment, differentiates political power, 
formulates normative sexuality, and provides the emotional 
intensity of political life. It is not particularly interesting to de-
termine which of these interprets the relations between family 
and politics most accurately, since all seem somewhat correct 
yet limited. Instead, the question arises: why so many func-
tions, in so many places and times? Whatever the justification 
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desired, the family seems an irresistible and aeonian spring from which 
political authority can draw refreshment.

The family’s important role in politics generally takes a traditional, 
grounding role. Of course, in contemporary political culture, issues and 
debates are often framed in terms of what is best for “working families” or 
“the nation’s families” or even “family morality.” But those debates con-
cern the proper treatment of families by political institutions and actions, 
where families serve as a particularly powerful interest group. That is, 
they assume that families are secondary where law, policy, and institu-
tions are primary, that the success or failure of families depends on the 
particularities of politics.

This may well be true. The form of the family, as many historians have 
pointed out, has changed profoundly over time and through space and 
culture.1 Kinship networks and familial concern surely exist within cer-
tain periods and social formations; to presume that any particular makeup 
is natural and universal shows a profound ignorance of human experience. 
But the assumption that families are formed by politics ignores an equally 
important reversal: politics depends on families.

Conceptions of legitimacy, authority, and political identity did not form 
in a historical vacuum. Western political philosophy, in its long history of 
developing justifications and organizing state power, has fundamentally 
relied on the family as a source of political organization. For many theo-
rists, paternal authority forms the basis of authority; as the most natural 
and fundamental kind of power, the patriarch provides the proper model 
for the legitimacy of all forms of organizational and political power. The 
mysticism of “God the Father” and “the father” both underlie claims to  
the proper and authentic uses of earthly authority.

This may seem a counterintuitive claim. The dominant narrative of the 
emergence of modernity presents European thought as the simultaneous 
overthrow of theology in the name of reason, and of kinship networks in 
the name of formal, disinterested legal order. The first of these stories has 
proven a fertile field for debunking, and contemporary scholarship in in-
tellectual history has widely investigated the claim that the magical think-
ing of the church was dissolved by rational order. But the concomitant 
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assumption, that with the birth of modernity rights-bearing individuals 
(not families or kin groups) now have relationships to states, has been far 
less critiqued.

This familiar story ignores at least one important aspect of the intel-
lectual development of civil individualism. If God no longer forms the 
basis for political legitimacy, as in the divine right of kings, then other 
legitimizations must take his place. In each of these histories and theo-
retical traditions, theorists search for conceptual or metaphorical models 
from which political authority arises. In each of these various models, one 
pattern appears repeatedly: families are the site of natural, prepolitical 
authority, and the proper state is that which develops from and properly 
expands that source of power. The following section outlines a very few of 
the many nodes providing those connections, examining how family has 
long underpinned conceptions of political power, both as representational 
of authority and as a symbolically differentiated source of power.

a brief history of political families

Both Diocletian and Constantine issued extensive family laws, which 
made up a large share of their jurisprudence.2 Constantine, especially, 
foregrounded the rule of the paterfamilias, minimizing the power of 
wives to act independently. By formalizing an authority that creates the 
legitimacy of family life, to an extent that at times intruded on decisions 
previously made privately (such as denying cohabitation rights between 
free women and slaves), he connected legal and familial authority closely 
together.3 Children and wives were expected to obey the orders of the 
paterfamilias, including those concerning marriage and divorce. In turn, 
the paterfamilias had certain responsibilities to his family: marrying 
daughters properly, not beating sons unduly, listening to family member’s 
opinions before ruling on issues.4 Ideally, this led to concordia: the ideal of 
a perfect and continuing harmony of the various parts of a family.5

Augustine, too, combined the authority of society with that of marriage, 
encouraging the future centrality of the family in Christendom. In Au-
gustine’s theopolitics, the first natural relationship “of human society” is 
the “bond of husband and wife.”6 From this it follows that, short of one’s 
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relationship with God, the family is the social bond from which all others 
follow: it serves as a model of authority and obeisance.

And of course God himself has shaped that familial relationship. Au-
gustine’s admiring account of his mother Monica’s role in her own fam-
ily serves correspondently for the proper relationship with God. Monica 
never blames her husband, she forgives his infidelities, she always reasons 
with him when his temper has subsided. Wives, she says, “should remem-
ber their condition and not proudly withstand their masters.”7 Some 
contemporary interpreters see Monica’s central place in the Confessions 
as merely replicating Roman patriarchy in the religious sphere, and Au-
gustine does clearly mean to perpetuate patriarchal familial dynamics.8 
But his exaltation of Monica does something further: it shows the reader 
how the proper attitudes of submission, forgiveness, and continence make 
one not only happier but more successful. By recognizing her appropri-
ate place in the family, Monica provides an example of how to properly 
respect authority and to make both oneself and the larger group happily 
functional.

The Christian world never relinquishes the centrality of the family in 
its ethics and organization. As Albrecht Koschorke has shown, the im-
agery of the “holy family” not only forms conceptions of families in the 
Middle Ages but continues to underpin the contemporary mythological 
structures.9 Indeed, a form of authoritarian paternalism intrinsically pre-
vails in monotheism: God as Father provides the most familiar trope, but  
the church develops considerable Mary idolatry into its structure as well. 
The dynamic between mother and child so beloved of Christian art  
over the centuries clearly links the holy and the human, attitudes of care 
to those of obedience, and the centrality of parenthood to sanctity.

It is in part against this structure that Thomas Hobbes famously re-
structures political theory. Hobbes’s state of nature has no families, no 
extended networks of kinship. Indeed, part of Hobbes’s project literally 
defamiliarizes: he presumes that the prepolitical world is a state of unen-
cumbered individuals, lacking family, clan, or social networks. It is the 
very equality of isolated individualism that makes life insupportable with-
out the overarching power of the sovereign.
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Yet the demand for a solution to this radical individualism continually 
hearkens back to the ways which families solve the same sorts of prob-
lems. As Richard Allen Chapman notes, Hobbes fills Leviathan with fami-
lies, with fathers exerting power, even with an overt parallelism between 
familial and state governance.10 Even as he undermines kinship, Hobbes 
conceives power and authority along familial lines, explaining the domi-
nation necessary for sovereignty. In Chapman’s words, Hobbes “uses the 
family constantly as an analogy for the state, as justification, as historical 
example, as a heuristic device to explain political structures and func-
tions, and as exhortation.”11

John Locke, in disentangling the modern conception of the state from 
the theological forms of authority, justifies and limits government in his 
Second Treatise of Government. He famously transforms Hobbes’s threat-
ening state of nature into a far more comfortable conception.12 In Locke’s 
rendition, society comes about slowly, only once property must be pre-
served and abstracted from immediate needs. The narrative of the Second 
Treatise, however, does not proceed quite that cleanly. As Locke explains 
this movement from the state of nature to that of government, he sud-
denly breaks off his narrative to explore the question of “paternal power.” 
It transpires that the power of the father predates all other forms of power, 
but that it is a form both limited and mutual.

This strangely positioned chapter attacks the parallelism of paternal 
and monarchical power proposed by Sir Robert Filmer (as did Locke’s 
First Treatise of Government). While the details of their debate need not 
be rehearsed here, the traces are clear: Locke builds his theory of the le-
gitimacy of the commonwealth in ways which depend intimately on the 
position and responsibility of parents (mostly fathers, though Locke at 
times recognizes the natural rights of mothers to be superior).13 Parents 
naturally have power over their children, Locke argues, but this power 
ends once the minors reach the age of reason, and the parents also have 
responsibilities to their children (such as education).14

Though Locke sees no necessary connection between paternal and 
political power, he does reluctantly admit that, historically, one devel-
oped from the other. Locke argues that “the natural fathers of families 
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by an insensible change became the political monarchs of them too.”15 
This transfer makes sense only if the proper use of kingly power is the 
development and expansion of the property rights of individuals, just as 
a patriarch trains his children from infancy to maturity. The father’s gov-
ernment teaches his sons to become “accustomed . . . to the rule of one 
man, and taught them that when it was exercised with care and skill . . . it 
was sufficient to procure and preserve to men all the political happiness 
they sought for in society.”16 Just as we can criticize bad fathers, so can 
we criticize bad kings; this is simply a matter of the quality of authority. 
Thus the transformation is in forms of power rather than in power itself. 
Not in question is the right of parents (or kings) to rule in their respec-
tive spheres; indeed the force of Locke’s argument for relative obeisance 
depends on the parallel.

Though usually positioned as Locke’s opposite, Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
places the family at the origin of politics even more dramatically. “The 
most ancient of all societies,” he writes at the beginning of On the Social 
Contract, “and the only natural one, is that of the family.”17 Calling the 
family “the prototype of political societies,” he explains how other forms 
of governance are dependent on the exchange of similar favors.18 The fa-
ther’s love for the children’s security is the original compact. From that, 
all else remains merely a question of scale and distance. Indeed, he points 
out, marriage itself must be battled over by church and state, as it is simul-
taneously a civil contract, a religious compact, and the basis of society.19

Family plays a central role in Rousseau’s second and third discourses 
as well.20 In the state of nature, the only state where humans have been 
totally self-sufficient and thus free, no families could exist. “Males and 
females,” Rousseau hypothesizes, “came together fortuitously as a result 
of chance encounters [and] left one another with the same nonchalance. 
The mother at first nursed her children for her own need; then, with habit 
having endeared them to her, she later nourished them for their own need. 
Once they had the strength to look for their food, they did not hesitate to 
leave the mother herself.”21 Humans do not need parents; for Rousseau, it is  
only as they come to need one another that kinship relations become im-
portant. Families come about as the first stage toward the social. Though 
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he follows Locke in ultimately identifying property as the necessary spur 
for the emergence of political society, he clearly places the creation of 
familial emotional bonds as the beginning point of property. Rousseau 
refers to the “first revolution”: the uniting of “husbands and wives, fathers 
and children in one common habitation. The habit of living together gave 
rise to the sweetest sentiments known to man: conjugal love and paternal 
love.”22 This attraction led inevitably, he continues, to gender differences, 
to pride and envy, and thus to the need for property. (Marx and Engels 
follow Rousseau closely in this genealogy.)23 Because of families, people 
become softer and interdependent, and what we see as progress from this 
state is, in reality, the “decay of the species.”24

John Stuart Mill, in his turn, uses the family as a fulcrum for citizenship. 
Sometimes this is as a set of recommendations: in On Liberty, for example, 
he argues that families must reproduce at the proper rate for a society, 
and that states have an obligation to make sure that the proper forms of 
education are being followed in the home. But far more importantly, Mill 
argues, the form of the family and the functioning of oppression are inter-
connected. His protofeminist book The Subjection of Women repeatedly 
returns to the family, using marriage as an example of profound social 
injustice that unnecessarily subjects women to men.25

Mill’s form of political individualism is closely tied to his image of the 
family as made up of equivalent, if not legally equal, partners. The direc-
tional causality of his egalitarianism has been much debated: whether in-
dividualism should be first bred within the family to later transpire in the 
political realm at large, or whether Mill’s commitment to formal equality 
enables him to critique the inequalities within the family.26 But it is clear 
that Millian individualism should extend to women both in public life 
and in the home; whatever limitations women are thought to have are 
direct results of their social and legal subjugation. When he addresses the 
question of women’s value and creativity, for example, he argues that the 
stultifying effects of their oppression in their everyday lives has limited 
their abilities.27 Mill inherits this concern from Mary Wollstonecraft, who 
argues for the liberal values of friendship and equality to replace the op-
pressive state of marriage.28
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As many feminist critics of Mill point out, he argues that women are 
more naturally suited to the care and raising of families, and that even if 
given free rein, most women would continue to be interested in “domestic 
management.”29 This early version of difference feminism leads Mill on 
the one hand to celebrate the realm of the private family sphere, argu-
ing that it has its own kind of worth, and on the other to privilege those 
few “exceptional” women who can use the moral values that emerge from 
these interests to the benefit of public life. In addition, Mill argues, once 
women were no longer legally forced into oppressive situations, feminine 
“weakness” would disappear. Legal equality, in his vision, “would abate 
the exaggerated self-abnegation which is the present artificial ideal of 
feminine character . . . but on the other hand, men would be much more 
unselfish and self-sacrificing than at present, because they would no  
longer be taught to worship their own will.”30

Strong echoes of Mill’s sort of celebration of family life as emblematic 
of a better, more caring and well-ordered polis appeared in the feminist 
aspects of the Progressive movement and in the fight for suffrage. Women, 
it was commonly argued, would bring a domestic tranquility to public life 
through their kinder and more nurturing instincts.31 In turn, the feminine 
virtues would percolate through the rough-and-tumble of political life, 
lessening corruption, infighting, and war. Women, heretofore untainted 
by politics, could bring the lessons of raising a family and organizing a 
household to the largest household of all: government.

Even the political philosopher most enamored of the state as the to-
talized ideal of human experience, G. W. F. Hegel, positions the family 
within a similar matrix. All moral life, he argues in his Philosophy of 
Right, arises from three interrelated and developmentally hierarchic or-
ganizations of individuals: the family, civil society, and the state. The 
family founds the basis of ethical life, where the completion of such 
concepts of engagement and responsibility reach their naturally fulfill-
ing ends. Marriage, for example, seems initially a limitation of free-
dom, but because it leads to a greater, more encompassing “substantive 
self-consciousness,” it is in fact a liberation from the empty liberty of 
singular subjectivity.32 Indeed, such connection comprises one of the 
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most basic and fundamental goals of ethical life: the subsumption of 
two personalities into a greater whole.

But the advent of the social destroys family: “civil society tears the indi-
vidual from his family ties, estranges the members of the family from one 
another, and recognizes them as self-subsistent persons.”33 Only the state, 
he argues, can holistically complete the authority and order of the family 
with the freedom and self-realization of civil society. This of course en-
tails the wholesale subsumption of women into a purely domestic famil-
ial sphere, as some commentators point out, but — equally important — it 
uses the family as the locus where all people aspire to being subsumed.34 
The human existence within families, where one is freed by one’s obliga-
tions to others, serves for Hegel as a minor and preliminary version of the 
liberation of the nation-state.

Other analogies of communal association have served to justify political 
power, of course, but the longevity of the family has been dramatic. Even 
those correlative constructs which emphasize distance from the family 
end up rooted in familial forms. Michel Foucault, for example, famously 
argues that patriarchal power differs from the more modern “pastoral” 
form of power, in which the government is dedicated and self-sacrificing.35 
“What enables [the concept of] population to unblock the art of govern-
ment,” according to Foucault, “is that it eliminates the model of the fam-
ily.”36 In this conception, the limitations of patriarchal power (its imme-
diacy, its focus on individuals, its particularity) proves incompatible with 
the needs of a large, instrumental, and territorial sovereignty. The family 
becomes only a segment or site of power, a “privileged instrument for the 
government of the population.”37

But this distinction is not only too clean, it is also strangely simplis-
tic. For, as the examples of Mill and Wollstonecraft (as well as modern 
political discourse) show, the model of the paterfamilias never entirely 
disappears. Foucault minimizes the extent to which familial tropes con
tinued to inform the work of political philosophers, and the ways in 
which issues of family continue to form democratic political practices. 
In Europe, for example, the continuation of patriarchy and monarchism 
determined much conservative political activism, while liberal calls for 
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political society to serve and protect the family can be clearly seen in both 
the later Dickens novels and Émile Zola’s Les Rougon‑Macquart novels. 
In the United States, too, the model of the government as family not only 
informed the early-twentieth-century Progressive movement (such as in 
the banning of alcohol to protect families) but also proved central to the 
conservative revolution of the 1980s. The pastoral form of power did not 
supplant the familial form but instead commingled with it, resulting in a 
conflation of patriarchal and pastoral modes of care and control.

family values

Why does the family hold such importance for all these various periods 
and all these influential thinkers? What makes this model (or this trope) 
such an appealing source of intellectual sustenance? One might think that 
its power is merely an unacknowledged inheritance from previous think-
ers, or that once political philosophy makes such connections they are dif-
ficult to renounce. But other narrative inheritances are happily jettisoned: 
the very newness of new political theories arises from their changes in 
focus or intellectual dependence. Yet the family reappears, imbricated 
through theories as disparate as those mentioned above.

The family does not only underpin conceptual justifications of author-
ity; it also has centralized power for the contemporary nation. Political 
readings of the historical emergence of the state have emphasized the 
necessity of a celebration of the nuclear family in the creation of state 
power. Robin Fox, for example, has argued that as the Westphalian state 
system emerged, its major adversary was the clan.38 If the state has ab-
solute or near-absolute authority, other loyalties, especially those arising 
from extended kinship groups, have to be sundered. Rather than directly 
attacking such affiliations, Fox argues, liberal state authority rewarded 
and reproduced individualism, both for people and for families. Insofar 
as people are citizens, their primary relationship is with the state, instead 
of with alternate organizations, religious affiliations, or, most importantly, 
distant cousins and other relatives.39

The nuclear family fits neatly with an individualized citizenry. Within 
the idealized family, one’s loyalties are limited to one’s intimates. Re
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inforcing separate, self-contained family units encourages the dissolution 
of larger affiliations. Fox argues, “in promoting the self-sufficiency of the 
nuclear family unit, the state is in effect attacking the essence of kinship, 
which lies in the extension of consanguineal (or pseudo-consanguineal) 
ties beyond the family into strong and effective kinship groups.”40 Fami-
lies allow for reproduction and childcare, she notes, while depoliticizing 
the nongovernmental possibilities inherent in relations. What we think of 
as nuclear families, in other words, defamiliarize: they make more difficult 
the otherwise likely affiliations that arise from kinship.

For those who live within such liberal societies, these family forms 
seem both vital and normal. Their constant appearance in liberal politi-
cal theory serves the important function of naturalizing power dynam-
ics. Power differentials always exist in families, ideally in an ordered and 
ordinary way. Therefore, according to this philosophical subtext, power 
differentials always exist everywhere. The closer we can come to the natu-
ral direction and subjugation of families, such a narrative assumes, the 
more properly our society is ordered. In other words, such philosophies 
smuggle the importance of families in our lives into the importance of 
politics in our lives. Distant and concentrated authority is parasitically 
justified by intimate and negotiated power. And this is only possible inso-
far as families already have great importance and centrality in our lives.

Families function so ceaselessly in political thought precisely because 
they function so ceaselessly in life — they are locales where the impossi
bility of overcoming human distance clashes most fiercely with the hu-
man incapacity to be alone. The family acts as a nidus, in which human 
concerns, conflicts, and cares rest. Thus the appeal of the family in politi-
cal philosophy. Once a small-scale ideal commonality can be built (or at 
least bought into), the only obstacle to a perfectly functioning larger com-
munity is the question of scale.

These family dynamics, even those displaced and reformed by political 
normativities, continue to play a central role in political discourse. Their 
location in our lives, the fact that they function so well and so often, makes 
them a ceaseless spring from which to draw new meanings, new histo-
ries, new laws, new methods. If authority is to be created and recreated, 
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it must always reference known and lived authority, and those emotional 
locations of natality serve the nation equally well.41 Thus do families re
appear at moments when authority must be rooted in experience or emo-
tion, whether by contemporary politicians or long-gone philosophers.

Yet these families have a constant unreality about them. Even in Locke’s 
time, it is as difficult to believe in the prevalence of forbearing, powerful, 
kind, and stern patriarchs whose families fully obey and respect him as it 
is to believe in the reality of a state of nature, a land without law or soci-
ety. Locke may have thought the former as real as the latter (like Hobbes 
pointing to the Americas as a true state of nature), but his readers under-
stand him to be engaging in an imaginative exercise. The families that 
justify half of Locke’s political philosophy are as fictional as the state of 
nature that justifies the other half.

Wittgenstein famously noted how bizarre it was to read books on eth-
ics which failed to even mention “a genuine ethical or moral problem.”42 
Similarly, is it not strange to read so many renditions of families which 
fail to mention any actual conflicts or issues which arise within families? 
If the family is important precisely because it is the locus of negotiations 
of unity and difference, the lack of (philosophical) discussion of such 
negotiations seems more a sleight-of-hand than an actual willingness to 
engage in these questions. Of course families function easily, ceaselessly, 
and naturally, the political philosopher implies; any failure to do so is a 
problem of that particular family, not an issue endemic to families them-
selves. Isn’t that, after all, Tolstoy’s point about the happiness of families?

the family dynamic

The very situatedness of ethics causes grave problems for the formaliza-
tion toward which philosophers aim: the need for universality in moral 
judgments conflicts most with historical particularity and locality. The 
claims of moral philosophy tend to the overwhelming absolute; philo-
sophical self-consciousness of its “own origins and potentialities,” to use 
Bernard Williams’s terminology and idea, makes the possibilities of eth-
ics as a “satisfactorily functioning whole” impossible.43 Even when con-
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fronted with absolute ethical positions we entirely agree with, we often 
make decisions and act in ways which entirely undercut those positions.44

Attention to the details of ethical practices provides more insight re-
garding morality than do logically coherent superstructures. But it is the 
latter which grabs the intellectual imagination. Linda Zerilli describes the 
constant return to “the political pretensions of epistemology that have a 
way of creeping back into our thinking.”45 Drawing on Hannah Arendt 
and Wittgenstein, Zerilli suggests contesting this creep by attending to 
“political actions,” those behaviors and practices by which we not only 
come to build our own worlds but help create the worlds in which others 
live as well.46 It is in our actions, our everyday decisions, she points out, 
that our commitments emerge; one can never ultimately predict or pre-
determine them.

And our families play a central role in these decisions, both as a source 
of action and as a locale wherein those actions have their effects. Familial 
conflicts, familial obligations, and familial love shape who we are and moti-
vate these actions, even in their most dramatic forms. The still-fascinating 
tales of Antigone’s sacrifices and Medea’s vengeance echo in contempo-
rary newspaper stories and television programs about parental dedication 
or domestic violence. In each, the conflicts between family dynamics and 
legal and moral rectitude are put in the starkest of terms, implicitly asking 
viewers of these dramas to judge the propriety of actions taken.

These conflicts need not even be so dramatic to matter. For most of us, 
even the most politically committed or religiously observant, questions 
of how to make a living or how to promote a just society fade into the 
background in comparison to our relationships to our loved ones, our at-
tempts to negotiate closeness to and distance from our lovers, our parents, 
our children. The clichés of the businessman who engages in illegal action 
for money he can never spend or the mother who endangers her children 
by staying in an abusive relationship are merely the most overt versions of 
these intensities. All of us betray ideals, usually without realizing we are 
doing so, on behalf of not only our own selfish interests but for those we 
love and are surrounded by. Indeed, if the intensity of emotion involved 



26	 Chapter 2

marks the most important aspects of our ethical lives, these personal en-
gagements overwhelm the abstractions. How much energy is expended 
by people trying to change aspects of their lovers, parents, and children, 
compared to how much is expended to change the world at large or make 
their neighborhood an abstractly better place to live? To take a violent, 
but sadly familiar, example, compare the number of “domestic” murders 
(where, for example, George cannot allow Martha to leave him and would 
prefer to kill both her and himself) with the number of attempted assas-
sinations of political leaders. We care far more about those close to us than 
we do about those who can change the world at large.47

Which is more likely to have been said, in your own life, in the past week: 
“You said you would take out the garbage!” or “Gay people have the right 
(or, conversely, no right) to marry!”? More importantly, which phrase has, 
as it were, a higher resonance? Which sentence registers a moral claim 
that most immediately affects the claimant? The first, obviously, has little 
perceived “real” import, at least as far as the macropolitical level is consid-
ered “real.” But that is not to say it fails to charge a defect of justice or that 
it is unimportant to the speaker. In fact, one of these sentences could well 
come before or within a domestic argument that each interlocutor tries 
very hard to “win,” whatever that could mean in such a context.

Such a demand (namely, the one made when reminding of a responsibil-
ity to take out the garbage) should properly be understood as profoundly 
moral. It bespeaks a presumed ethical responsibility, stipulated by one 
person of another, absent an authoritative ground of legal reinforcement. 
In fact, this absence of external reinforcement (the lack of garbage police) 
reduces the claim to a truly moral one; the “you said” becomes the merit 
upon which the argument turns. Possible responses, such as “I meant to 
but forgot,” “Why do I always have to do it?” “I’ll do it later; I have to fin-
ish my homework,” themselves evoke moral reasoning to justify the lapse.

The moral and ethical components of these exchanges are of course 
well known: philosophical arguments often use such everyday details 
as examples of how moral arguments work. One often sees them in phi-
losophy textbooks or essays exploring the necessity of rule-following, for 
instance. What these examples almost always misconstrue, however, is 
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that the importance of their use in people’s everyday lives far exceeds the 
importance of the larger use of the general rules they are meant to explain. 
That is, the authors of philosophy textbooks incorrectly assume the exam-
ples merely show how moral argumentation works, so that it can be better 
applied to the important realms of law, public ethics, or business. They fail 
to realize that, for themselves as much as for their audience, such uses are 
not nearly as important as the actual usage of the claims. What they miss: 
the moral claims internal to families are to most of us more compelling, 
more important, than the macroethical principles they resemble.

high stakes

Two major points have been made so far: that the family conceptually 
underpins liberal conceptions of politics and power, and that the family 
usually serves as the location where people, in their quotidian lives, most 
readily and vociferously engage in power struggles. But the connection 
between these two contentions cannot be reduced to a simple causality. It 
would be as false to argue simply that liberalism has looked to the family 
simply to justify itself as it would be to hold that families are important 
only in so far as they have produced a contemporary polis.

The claim made here is a larger one. Families hold such primacy, how-
ever they are structured or defined, precisely because they embody the 
central political problematic of community and incommensurability. The 
family is where people have the highest level of identification with one another, 
but also where their differences and distances seem most important. Those 
to whom we are closest are also those we feel need to be both most like 
us and whose differences provoke the most dissatisfaction or intrigue. 
These constant negotiations of similarity and difference, of likeness and 
remoteness, make up the emotional push and pull of the family, and their 
complexities never end (as any family counselor can attest).

This means, in turn, that predictions of identification can never be as 
simple as they may seem to someone outside of a family. What theoretical 
unity can properly represent the admixture of embarrassment, love, dis-
dain, and respect an adolescent feels for her father? Or the combination of 
affection and exasperation at the center of a fifteen-year marriage? Or the 
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negotiations of information, influence, and power which emerge when a  
new mother asks her own mother for parenting advice? None are simple 
connections, let alone absolute identifications in the way family has tra-
ditionally been thought about. Instead, they are complex, plural relation-
ships, reinforcing lines of connection, defensiveness, and mutuality.

Their consequences can surprise. Gay rights, for example, emerge very 
differently when concretized. A young woman comes out to her parents. 
How they respond is in part determined by their religious beliefs, in part 
by their culture, but often just as importantly by their relationship to their 
daughter. Their apparent political progressivism may be threatened and 
disappear, or their religious objections may be overcome by their con-
cerns for their daughter’s happiness. What is bearable at a distance be-
comes unbearable in such close intimacy, or vice versa.

Family life concerns home, money, and intimacy; love, desire, anger, 
and hate are the possible consequences. It is precisely this volatile and 
vitalizing concoction that makes the role of family so important, in both 
personal and political venues. Second-wave feminism politicized the per-
sonal; no longer can political theorists unproblematically conflate the pri-
vate with the unimportant with the female with the unpolitical. But pay-
ing attention to the family can do more than that — it can personalize the 
political. Human passions should no longer be excluded from the realm 
of the legitimate, where philosophy has so long attempted to move them.48

It is already well recognized that families play a large role in electoral 
politics. Politicians often make (or at least justify) decisions according to 
how they will affect “working families.” These claims function precisely 
because they take advantage of the intensities of the emotional landscapes 
we already operate within. At their most basic level, they may help per-
petuate what Gill Valentine has named “geographies of fear”: the excite-
ment of life around the unfamiliar and threatening, which depends on the 
possibilities of dramatic disruption of that life.49 Thus the idea that abduc-
tions by strangers are more threatening to children than swimming pools, 
or the common assumption that terrorist attacks are likely to involve a 
family member: these erroneous assumptions arise from the intensifica-
tion of fears already extant within familial life.50



The Functioning Family 	 29

Even most investigations of the politics of the family have not under-
stood this dynamic. When close attention has been paid to the family, it 
has still been primarily to suggest changes and improvements to familial 
life. Susan Moller Okin, for example, has argued that political theory must 
extend “structures of justice” into the family.51 As important as Okin’s 
concern should be, she merely reiterates the common conception that 
what counts as political engagement takes place in the civil, public world, 
and that true politics consist in developing concepts and applying them to 
domestic behavior. Such a conception not only misses that the emotional 
intensity of political life is dependent on families; it even reinforces the 
opposite idea.

The importance of the family has also meant its continued centrality 
within governmentality. As governments’ concerns with the management 
of populations have grown, the family has emerged as a central locus of 
that management. Jacqueline Stevens has produced perhaps the most 
devastating critique of democratic states’ continued complicity with, con-
tinuation of, and dependence upon familial structures. In Reproducing the 
State, Stevens has shown how ideas of citizenship descend directly from 
theories of race, which are reiterated and reinforced by families whose 
critical function is to inscribe regimes of legitimacy on humans.52 A child 
born in Chicago to a Norwegian father and Cuban mother has one con-
fusing but vital set of rights and citizenships; a child born in Addis Ababa 
to a Sri Lankan father and a Persian mother has an entirely different set. In 
all cases, the idea that each individual is “truly” one kind of citizen arises 
from a racialized (perhaps even overtly racist) conception of familial re-
lations. Stevens’s arguments are both damning and compelling. But her 
underlying premise, and optimistic hope, that the role of birth could be 
decoupled from the practices of statecraft, remains hopelessly idealistic. 
For if, as I have been arguing, the power of the family arises from its un-
paralleled importance in quotidian life, no state can hope to surrender 
that parasitic dependence and survive.

Taking families seriously leads to one clear conclusion: the inadequacy 
of the presumptions about them within traditional political theory. For 
the likes of Locke, the existence of the family necessarily means similar-
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ity, even absolute sameness. To those for whom the family functions as the 
basis of identity, the differences within families must be made invisible. 
A definitive paterfamilias cannot allow dissent, difference, resistance, or 
correction. This sounds like no families common to us: even the most 
centralized or authoritarian patriarch must contend with daughters who 
disobey, sons who subvert, and wives who withdraw. With such an er-
roneous model of the family underlying liberal conceptions of identity 
and difference, is it so surprising that we make such poor sense of our 
commonalities?

As a result, we assume that incommensurability equals the death of 
community. Most political theories insist that only by drawing together, 
by discovering, creating, and reinforcing a common identity, can politics 
continue. But what if we consider that incommensurability and commu-
nity exist side by side in our everyday lives? What comes of the recog-
nition that the distances between brothers and sisters, fathers and sons, 
grandmothers and granddaughters are part of what makes those connec-
tions so strong? If families really do underpin politics, then community 
and incommensurability, far from being mutually exclusive, must coexist.

negotiating families

Contemporary political scientists generally, and political theorists spe-
cifically, presume that those issues that have what they call “national im-
portance” (or “international importance”) are as a consequence the most 
important ethical issues. In contemporary national and international af-
fairs, debates over globalization and sovereignty, abortion and health care, 
or party loyalty and economic integrity are considered the real political 
issues. For academic philosophers, too, ethics either exists in the abstract 
sphere of logical coherence and formal equivalence or, if more pragmati-
cally concerned, coalesces around such issues as human welfare, social 
justice, or imaginary moral choices concerning train switches and inno-
cent civilians who hang around on the tracks. What they predominantly 
fail to address, overall, are the quotidian decisions and choices made by 
contemporary humans.

This is not to mitigate the importance of such issues — international 
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law or abstract ethics can make the difference between going to war and 
not going to war, between a dishonest and a reputable business. But as 
conditioned as we are to assume that abortion, for example, stands as one 
of the defining issues in the ethical contention of American politics, how 
often do friendships, partnerships, or other personal relationships fray 
along those lines? One rarely breaks with a friend or lover over his or her 
positions on the issues of the day. Instead, the pertinent questions of ethi-
cal responsibility in quotidian existence tend to revolve around specific 
instances of trustworthiness, commitment, and obligation. The negotia-
tions between a parent and a teenager over curfews, bedtimes, and famil-
ial responsibilities are far more fraught, far more important, than more 
grandiose and distant abstract ethical questions.

Yet ethical questions these are. What parents and friends think, for ex-
ample, of opportunities gained or choices made matters far more than 
how those stack up against holy writ or Kantian reason. We make moral 
choices according to thick, imbricated social communities, which help 
determine the inner compasses we measure ourselves against. As such, 
we more often than not are creatures of specifics instead of absolutes. 
Absolutism works far better as an abstraction than a mode of life. The 
fully committed theist is more saint than human; the wholly rational lo-
gician is more philosopher than citizen. For most, the ethics of particu-
lar situations determine the rightness of the response, and those ethics 
arise from the connections and commitments of those with whom we 
surround ourselves.





Chapter 3    Communities against Politics

It is not merely the intensities of family living that make 
families such an appealing rhetoric for those who want to 
strengthen our larger political institutions and communities. 
It is also that they promise solutions and closures. In the typi-
cal rendition of political prescriptions, families are assumed to 
“work,” whereas larger communities are seen as broken or dys-
functional. That is, policy analysts, columnists, professional 
politicians, and political scientists all too often operate along 
the assumption that the dynamics of the family need to be bet-
ter replicated along macrocosmic lines to solve the difficulties 
of miscommunication, ideological fracture, and lack of social 
cohesion that they perceive as the problems to be solved in the 
greater political realm.

There are two major problems with this approach. The 
most important, its misrecognition of what families are and 
how they operate, serves as the subject of the rest of this book. 
A concomitant misunderstanding must be addressed first, 
however: such a solution presumes a problem which does not 
exist. The vision of community that such jeremiads have in 
mind is an impossible one, a realm of agreement and lack of 
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contestation which is not only empirically inconceivable but also intel-
lectually incoherent. This chapter therefore examines two different in-
terpretive strategies for understanding the demands of community. The 
first, closely linked to the social sciences and particularly political theory, 
attempts to develop a normative basis for commonality: a commonality 
to which everyone can (be made to) subscribe. The second, more closely 
linked to philosophies of aesthetics, uses judgment as a descriptive ana-
lytic to explain the persistence of differences within communities, but 
lacks a normative prescriptivism. This chapter thus addresses the pos-
sibility of community outside of (or without) commonality, and asks why 
unity is so often falsely presumed to be the precursor to community. It is, 
above all, an attack on the presumption that communities (be they fami-
lies, towns, or nations) require commonality, and that incommensurabil-
ity always threatens community.

The question throughout is, why does commonality, interpreted as 
sameness, hold such sway over our conceptions of community? The con-
cept proves important to those people who spend their days thinking 
through ways to improve public life and connect people to political reali-
ties. Most of these approaches take the strengthening of community to be 
a self-evident good, but the universalisms underlying their presumptions 
make for communities where most forms of dissent or disruption are seen 
as a threat which needs to be eliminated. In other words, they make for 
antipolitical communities.

the appeal of seamless community

Community, we presume, is a wonderful thing. Whether one is saving 
the community’s children, building a sense of community between ethnic 
groups, or using working-class consciousness to develop communities, 
community is the ideal of political philosophers, activists, and politicians 
across wide swaths of divergent interests. Of course, the kind of commu-
nity that is ideal is often in fiery contestation, but the search for the exem-
plary form of community is rarely, if ever, questioned.

And it would certainly seem unfeeling to question such an ideal. Com-
munity, after all, is about sharing ourselves with others, about working 
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for the greater good, sometimes even at the expense of the self. It is about 
something greater than ourselves, a connection to other people that al-
lows us each to transcend our individual self-interest and pettiness. It is 
about acting in concert with our fellow humans, sharing hardships and 
triumphs communally.1

But questioning this ideal is, in fact, precisely what this chapter aims to 
do. In criticizing our notions of community, some of the most cherished 
dogmas of contemporary culture must be confronted. But communities 
themselves are not threatened; they will continue to abide robustly on 
their own. What should be criticized are the notions of community which 
remain mostly unspoken, the underlying goals toward which academic 
and policy understandings of politics have led.

That families serve as the ideal for this unity is telling. The family model 
that philosophers have long relied upon has tended toward a simplistic 
model of patriarchal authority. Fathers instructed and directed; wives sub-
mitted and served; children behaved and learned. The properly function-
ing family, in this model, acts as one, with undivided purpose and unitary 
motivation. Against this, as shown in the previous chapter, stand actual 
families, collectivities which constantly negotiate differing interests, iden-
tities, dreams, and emotional ties. In our lived families, incommensurabil-
ity exists as often as commonality; the two may even overlap, reinforce, 
or undermine one another. Families serve as an excellent starting point 
for investigating the possibilities of a politics of incommensurability, the 
theoretical senses of connection and contention across human differences.

The families idealized by Hegel and Locke do not exist, indeed have 
never existed. To expand this interrogation, then, the same question 
should be asked on a larger scale: “Can there be a political community?” 
The obvious answer is “no” — an answer dependent upon commonplaces 
and truisms about what politics and community are. As with the discus-
sion of families, however, this is clearly a false answer: families and com-
munities exist, and serve as important touchstones for almost every hu-
man being. And, as with families, the only way political community can 
be understood as possible is through rejecting the opposition between 
community and incommensurability.
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With the diminution of ideological difference within the contemporary 
political world, attention has turned to questions of communities: reli-
gious, national, cultural, and spatial. This has taken a variety of forms, of 
course: just within political thought, recent decades have seen conflicts 
between communitarianism and liberalism, between identity politics and 
traditional leftism, between secularists and theologists, between republi-
canism and care ethicism.

Each of these stances either covertly or overtly depends upon theories 
of community and commonality. In fact, most presuppose a background 
or an ideal of community as commonality, whether statist (as with repub-
licanism) or internal to a group (as in the essence-oriented versions of 
identity politics). A deep engagement with each of them is unnecessary; 
the various discussions internal to these debates have already covered 
much of that ground. More intriguing is what these champions of com-
munity centralize in their formulations: the necessity of excluding the 
dangerous, of determining the proper boundaries of the political actor.

In other words, most of those who celebrate community, however de-
fined, see the exclusion of difference as a necessary precursor to actual 
community. At whatever level — nation, state, people, or polis — they 
share a presumption that people must share central normative commit-
ments and that those who fail to share those commitments must be ex-
cluded from, or at least marginalized within, the political constitution of 
that community. This move may be overtly stated or it may be hidden, 
perhaps even from the authors themselves. But repeatedly, this moment 
of policing exclusions returns.

Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. engaged in a number of these debates at their 
highest pitch and can serve as an introduction. His popular book The 
Disuniting of America encapsulates a number of these themes regarding 
community.2 Schlesinger’s argument, familiar to anyone attentive to the 
“culture wars” of the 1980s and 1990s, is that the increase in identity poli-
tics puts the very idea of America in jeopardy. By “identity politics” he 
of course means attention to ethnicity, resistance to assimilation, and 
(closest to his heart) critical recastings of historical truths. These sorts of  
insurgencies alarm Schlesinger: they threaten, he explains, the very idea  
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of an American identity. Any “campaign against the idea of common ide-
als and a single society will fail,” he argues, for each one denies the larger 
American community.3 In the persons of what he terms “Afrocentrists,” 
for example, Schlesinger sees an outright challenge to the collective iden-
tity that American ideals have historically engendered: the threat that 
Afrocentrists pose to the cohesion of the country at large needs to be op-
posed in all its forms.

Schlesinger argues for the necessity of unity in vital interpretive con-
structions, as well as the invalidation of those interpretive constructions 
that threaten this unity. These were not particularly novel arguments at 
the time, of course. But it is interesting to compare Schlesinger’s jeremiads 
for a lost American community with current theorists with greater follow-
ings in today’s debates about community and collectivity. The “zealots” 
who Schlesinger excoriates, those who “reject as hegemonic the notion of 
a shared commitment to common ideals,” reappear as different kinds of 
villains in various forms throughout current debates, repeatedly seen as 
threatening the very nature of communities.4

anticommunity communitarians  
versus illiber al liber als

One particular debate, central to political theory at the turn of the cen-
tury, exemplifies these presumptions: the debate between the commu-
nitarians and liberals. A brief excursus into this historical argument can 
clarify how both sides in a putative opposition in fact rely on the same 
misguided concept of community.

First, the communitarians: critical of liberalism’s focus on individuality, 
what Alasdair MacIntyre calls the “privatization of the good,” commu-
nitarians look to the development of norms and guidelines that assist in 
the development of communities.5 An unobjectionable goal, to be sure. 
Their recommendations prove tempting, given their trenchant critique of 
liberalism as presupposing individuals laughably unencumbered by class, 
race, creed, location, or nation.6

Unobjectionable, that is, until one notices a set of presuppositions com-
mon to communitarian thought that are curiously similar to Schlesinger’s.  
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The communitarians, whether their project is a uniform moral code or 
a society of politesse, propose that an underlying societal uniformity be 
developed. The cultivation of civic virtues, however encoded, is a neces-
sary prerequisite for the building and strengthening of communities in 
this view; without a deep level of moral commonality, the sense of com-
mon purpose that enables and encourages people to extend their identi-
ties beyond themselves cannot exist. In their conception, communities 
necessarily disintegrate without this unspoken sense of affinity.

This theoretical construction, which says that community arises from 
shared evaluative senses, emerges from a history of juridical and socio-
logical arguments which say that certain codes of behavior fall below the 
umbrella of self-awareness.7 It is because of this need for permanence that 
Amitai Etzioni can argue, for example, that values should be “handed 
down from generation to generation rather than invented or negotiated.”8 
For theorists like Etzioni, that moral formulations are constant proves 
more important than the substance of these moral forms; that is, the sub-
stance of the values is less important than their continuation. The com-
munitarians are guilty of what they accuse liberalism of doing: placing 
value on political formulations above the substantive politics within those 
formulations, and thus celebrating, as it were, substantively empty forms. 
These formulations, often called “social morals” or “cultural truths,” are 
posited as permanent, unchanging frameworks. Discussions and dissent 
can happen within these frameworks, but challenges to the frameworks 
themselves are ruled out of bounds.9

This need for such permanence similarly drives the jeremiads of  
James Q. Wilson. Without common and historical moral codes, he argues, 
the entire superstructure of any political system is doomed.10 His demand 
that the standards of “right and seemly conduct” define the very bounds 
of community and his location of those standards in the originary, male, 
white, “preimmigration” (as if such an era existed) American foundation 
combine to form a cultural identity that cannot, should not, be chal-
lenged.11 Indeed, in Wilson’s eyes, those movements that challenge this 
cultural identity in the United States actively threaten the very constitu-
tion of the country.
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Michael J. Sandel, though a more subtle and meticulous theorist than 
Wilson or Etzioni, shares with them this particular desire for permanence. 
For Sandel, community is openly dependent on universally shared mean-
ings, especially on political issues such as justice. Even when he critiques 
the universalization of sovereignty (namely, across different communi-
ties), Sandel posits smoothly operating communities as the alternative 
sub-sovereignties which become magically comprehensive. For example, 
he promotes Catalan, Kurdish, and Québécois communities as alterna-
tives to statehood for those peoples — not suggesting sovereignty per se, 
but instead merely the ability to create standardized communities under 
the aegis of the state — as if such goals are desirable to either the insurrec-
tionary populace or the governing nations.12 He envisions communities 
(ideally) as safeguards from the vagaries and threats of modernity and 
capital; but to serve such a purpose, all members of these communities 
must be united in their efforts and protective of their collective identity.

This is not to say that communitarianism does not come in a wide array 
of forms, as anyone attentive to the state of political theory at the end of 
the last century is well aware; indeed, the above examples should indicate 
its variety. Communitarians may, as in the case of Wilson, attempt to form 
a statewide civil and criminal regulatory apparatus, or may, as in the case 
of Jean Bethke Elshtain, want to protect the essences of imperiled com-
munities from the standardization of mass culture.13 But what each has in 
common is a desire to reinforce the standards of a community, to encour-
age its resistance to the kinds of people or ideas that threaten it, be those 
the demands of “black nationalists,” “drug kingpins,” or “international 
capitalism.” The discrete and independent community, whatever its size, 
is their temple, and their motto is ne vile fano.

For most communitarians, these threats (whatever they may be) come 
from the excesses of liberal individualism, a philosophical construct and 
legal theory and way of life that has increasingly infected American soci-
ety in their view. Individualism, they argue, provides few if any defenses 
against these menaces, for it leaves out the standards and regulations of 
communal meaning which allow for united political resistance. That 
liberalism does not attempt to instate a sense of “the good,” but instead 
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creates a neutral framework where each person can constitute his or her 
individual “good life,” that this is intrinsically different from the commu-
nitarian project has by now passed from truism to cliché.

And yet a glance through the central interlocutors on the side of liber-
alism reveals a project which has vital features notably similar to com-
munitarianism. Both sides, whatever their differences, are committed to 
the foundation of political identities through harmony with others: liber-
als through the development of institutions that treat people justly and 
communitarians through the reinforcement of common values and ideals. 
Though liberals are (usually) not primarily concerned with developing 
communities in the sense that communitarians mean by the word, they 
are profoundly concerned with developing a political culture of fairness 
and justice. The differing claims of social organization that John Rawls 
and Robert Nozick and George Kateb popularized in the early 1980s were 
intended to provide archetypal political systems, that is, a way to envision 
the construction of a fair society.

Rawls, Nozick, and Kateb have become emblematic liberals in discus-
sions of liberalism (especially versus communitarianism) over the past 
three decades. All three, famously, valued individual rights over commu-
nities, and thus would seem to be entirely at odds with the communitarian 
project. John Rawls’s conception of the just society as one that would be 
created from behind a “veil of ignorance” about one’s own position in that 
society makes the assumption that all (nonlocated) people within a soci-
ety would develop a common conception of justice.14 Rawls’s liberalism 
aspires to be “value-neutral.” That is, the formal construction of this soci-
ety is based on a sense of the just that no longer is fastened to the politics 
of the merely local. Instead, it attempts to provide a mechanism toward 
reaching agreement on political priorities: the pretense of nescience al-
lows an ideally removed situation from which to make policies that affect 
all justly.

For George Kateb, rights-based individualism, found most dependably 
in constitutional liberalism, provides this foundation. Individuals thrive 
in conditions of freedom and openness, and a governmental system which 
protects individual rights from incursions by other individuals and by the 
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government itself must be the precondition for these freedoms. Demo-
cratic constitutionalism, in Kateb’s view, has the potential to change hu-
mans themselves: it makes them more flexible, more willing to believe 
properly legitimated authority, more committed to others’ rights, more 
normative.15

Robert Nozick seems to go even further than Rawls or Kateb: his is 
the most famous radical construction of individual rights over those of 
larger communities, at least within the liberal tradition. Nozick’s near 
anarchism privileges individual rights over virtually all claims made on 
those rights: taxes, for example, or building codes are, to him, an appalling 
infringement on the right to sell one’s labor and control one’s property.16 
Where Rawls pushes community to the background and Kateb sees it 
more as a threat, Nozick attempts to dispose of it altogether.

These liberal approaches seem profoundly different from the commun
itarian-inflected ones. But upon closer examination, these theorists share 
many of the conditions (or perhaps more accurately, the “preconditions”) 
upon which their perceived possibility of politics rests. For, fundamen-
tally, does not each liberal approach presume a kind of community, if 
only a formal one? Rawls certainly presupposes a political community: 
a set of rational individuals with common conceptions both of the na-
ture of a state and of the appropriately ethical solutions to problematic 
political questions. While this is not a “community” in the way that Sandel 
would define it, it shares with the communitarian conception a presump-
tion of sameness, of universal desire to reach a common design. And like 
the communitarian community, the threat that must be expunged is the 
shortsightedness of individual preference; the commonwealth must take 
precedence over personal pleasures.

Not so for Nozick, however; in his argument the needs of the social 
culture appear to have little force against the rights of the individual. But 
close attention to his concerns and examples leads to further clarification 
of Nozick’s ultimate goal. In his typology of rights, the right to private 
property quickly gains precedence over all other political rights.17 It does 
so because, in Nozick’s world, the rights that humans bear are primarily 
economic; that is, they have to do with exchange and value. But such a 
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conception of why property rights are important is itself dependent on 
the establishment of a free market. In Nozick’s case, the primary threats 
to the socius were threats to economic freedom. In other words, Nozick 
posits a community of material acquisitors, traders, and accumulators: a 
community of meaning based on possession.

Kateb, like Nozick, seems at first to celebrate an individualism intrinsi-
cally opposed to forces of normativity. Katebian individualism is meant to 
protect the dignity of each human, a dignity under constant threat from 
the government. Such threats arise wherever the government degrades 
the individual in the name of communal value or impinges upon personal 
freedom to promote commercial or political interests. His list of quotid-
ian examples (in the United States) includes a number of governmental 
actions defended by communitarians: “routine testing for drugs or road-
blocks to ferret out drunk drivers; the war on so-called obscenity; the 
steady erosion of the rights of suspects and defendants.”18 More broadly, 
issues such as governmental brutality abroad, covert and illegal policies, 
“manipulation of public opinion,” and the threat of using nuclear weapons 
are large-scale betrayals of the ideals of personal liberalism.19 Fundamen-
tally, the very idea of governmental membership, at least that which has 
claim to demand killing and dying in the name of the institutional mecha-
nisms of warfare, is antithetical to Katebian individualism: patriotism, he 
memorably declares, is a mistake.20

But the reasons underlying Kateb’s critique of these intrusions upon 
individualism themselves presume a political community, a normative 
commitment to a shared set of political formalities. If society oppresses, 
the solution is a universalist one, a dedication to the exercise of rights.21 
For Kateb, the ontological commitment to rights presupposes political 
freedom. He, of course, sees nothing “social” about political commit-
ments (even, possibly, about politics itself), but rights-based universal-
ism demands fealty, even beyond national boundaries: “The Constitution 
[that is, the Constitution of the United States] is a universalist, not a local, 
document.”22

Kateb of course recognizes that governments which claim to respect 
universal claims of individualism have caused evil in the world. At times, 
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such as with the United States war in Iraq, he claims that this is merely a 
governmental betrayal of individualism. But at other times, this problem 
rises to the level of incoherence, such as when Kateb wishes to privilege 
universalist societies above cultures with multiple or nonfoundational 
sources of morality. We should hold that these latter societies are “still defi-
cient, and that we should not place them on the same level as cultures that 
possess universal standards, even though cultures acquainted with uni-
versal standards have done inconceivably more evil than cultures without 
them.”23 Kateb hopes to defend the goodness of liberal normativity, even 
in the face of his recognition of the bloody hands of such universalisms.

A preoccupation with boundaries is central not only to the liberalisms 
of Rawls, Nozick, and Kateb but also to the political enactments of liberal 
states. The questions of who can vote or who can own property are em-
blematic of the perennial problems liberalism faces. Certain boundaries 
are well policed: excluded are slaves, women (at least historically), chil-
dren, animals, visitors. Others are less clear: Can someone who retains 
citizenship in another country still become naturalized? What levels of 
criminality disqualify? Who decides what level of incapacitation by men-
tal illness qualifies you to have your right to control your property taken 
away? What all these questions belie is a need to establish a normative 
“citizen,” to exclude those who do not belong to the political community 
that is envisioned.

Like the communitarians, liberal theorists construct communities, 
though liberals prefer to avoid the term itself. Rather than “thick” com-
munities, to use Rawls’s terms, liberal theorists try to create political orga-
nizations. Though Sandel critiques Rawls for lacking a theory of commu-
nity, Rawls indeed has a conception of what a political community should 
entail, and what it should not.

“What it should not” is of primary importance here. For in the same 
ways that political commentators and communitarians decry threats to 
their communities, liberal theorists decry threats to the political culture. 
This leads, in the words of William Connolly, to a process of “normaliza-
tion,” where the standards that define political behavior are transformed 
into stringent exclusions from political engagement.24 Richard Flathman, 
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himself an avowed liberal (albeit a “willful” one), recognizes liberalism’s 
tendency to claim “to treasure diversities but do so only insofar as [they] 
are encompassed within or subtended by unity.”25

In other words, both communitarians and liberals rely on a central 
dedication to community as the exclusion of differences and the develop-
ment of a universally agreed upon set of political mechanisms. In their 
worldviews, evidence of a functioning community comes from lack of 
argument, agreement on historical narratives, group identification, and 
collective purpose. As such, they view threats to these commonalities as 
fundamental rifts within the political system; those who disagree with 
their frameworks become de facto enemies of the community.

Yet these readings depend on a particular and erroneous conception of 
agreement. Theirs is a simplistically dualistic view, where one is always 
torn between opposing choices: either a humanistic secularist or a reli-
gious fundamentalist, rightist or leftist, conformist or dissident, white or 
black. They fail to recognize that agreement is never total, nor disagree-
ment ever entirely oppositional. To explore how agreement and disagree-
ment coexist, I turn here to Immanuel Kant, who can help explain that 
disagreement always presupposes a mode of agreement, that in fact they 
must overlap. And yet Kant (and Kantianism), while properly identifying 
this concurrence, proves inadequate to resolving its political consequence.

disagr eement

Take, for example, an overtly political contestation which also emerged 
in the 1990s and remains with us still: that of “gay marriage.” This debate 
not only refers to community norms and liberal self-determination, but is 
overtly about the forms that families can take in a legal context: can two 
individuals of the same sex (or gender, as the varieties of national laws 
apply differently) form a legally recognized union? The appearance of 
same-sex marriage on the political scene has been relatively sudden and 
unexpected; in the space of a decade, the idea transformed from being vir-
tually invisible to being a legal reality. Yet despite the sudden appearance 
of this issue, or perhaps because of it, the opinions about the desirability 
of same-sex marriage are already clearly drawn.
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This particular area of contention proves particularly useful because 
the foundations of each side have been so firmly established in so short 
a time. Behind most opposition to same-sex marriage, whether it be 
couched in terms of nature, reproduction, history, biblical injunction, or 
morality, is the same essential objection: marriage is crucially an inter-
gender affair because that is the way it should be. The supporters of same-
sex marriage argue basically the same point, with their own twist: that 
the reasons for limiting marriage benefits to opposite-sex couples in that 
way are not compelling, and same-sex couples should be allowed to marry. 
In both cases, there is a strong moral component to the issue, and these 
moral components are in direct opposition to one another.

The argument between the two sides usually goes something like this: 
A holds that marriage should be limited to opposite-sex couples because 
marriage is intended for reproduction. B, in response, points out that mar-
riage is not denied to infertile opposite-sex couples. A argues that religious 
morality necessitates the repudiation of same-sex marriage; B points out 
alternative religious traditions. A points out that marriage has historically 
been defined as a man and a woman; B points out the circularity of such 
reasoning.26 Ultimately, it becomes clear that A and B differ in crucial con-
ceptions of what marriage, law, and family are. Their notions of what each 
idea means are radically different, even incommensurable.

Now, this is obviously a very two-dimensional representation of the ar-
guments involved; the reasons for each side’s position are far more deeply 
held, profound convictions of greater importance than this schematic im-
plies. But it is this very strength of conviction that makes this issue both 
so compelling to each side and so emblematic of collective politics. For 
A’s and B’s reasoning (and arguments) come about precisely because so 
much is actually shared between them: a legal system, of course, but also 
a community, a language, a sense of morality, and — not incidentally —  
a commitment to families themselves as intrinsic components of a shared 
future.

These relationships of political differences to collective political deci-
sions are judgments that are collectively made, but ultimately based on 
shared grounds external to the issue itself. What are families for? What 



46	 chapter 3

affections and actions are ungodly, or moral, or private? Are biological 
children an inherent aspect of marriage? What is the state’s proper role in 
the recognition, perpetuation, and restriction of personal relationships?

Immanuel Kant, famed for his guidance into systems of morality, proves 
a useful guide along these paths. Yet his overt, moral systematicity serves 
less well here than his analysis of judgment, his concern in the precondi-
tions for commonality in judgment. And commonality in judgment is pre-
cisely what those who expect that there will ultimately be some resolution 
to the question of same sex marriage are hoping to achieve.

In his third Critique, Kant politicized the philosophical realm of aes-
thetic judgments by emphasizing the centrality of comparison, the com-
parison between one’s own judgments and those of everyone else.27 It 
is this politicization that is of interest here, both for the centrality that 
questions of commonality and community have in political theory and 
for the difficulties that are raised by this particular goal.28 Yet for Kant, 
there is a problem inherent in most theories of political discord and com-
monality. Issues upon which there is universal assent, the ultimate goal 
of Kant’s aesthetic theory, are in fact not political issues: it is the very ex-
istence of dissent and dissatisfaction with the status quo that constitutes 
politics. Admittedly, it is logically coherent to establish a political theory 
whose ultimate goal is the eradication of politics; it is not, however, par-
ticularly satisfying, either as an intellectual aspiration or as a description 
of specific political contentions. In the example of same-sex marriage, 
it is unlikely that either of the interlocutors is going to eventually agree 
with the other’s definitions of marriage, and the spaces for compromise 
are notably lacking.

In other words, there is a disparity between Kant’s noumenology and 
the phenomenon of political difference. For Kant, this difficulty is re-
solved with the application of correct judgment: the resolution is whatever 
is consistent with a nature and logic. Ultimately, for Kant, judgments have 
an essence. Kant’s attachment of judgment to nature and sublimity, along 
with his ranking of compliance over freedom (of action),29 both serve to 
attach aesthetics to the constitution of the world, and therefore necessi-
tate the existence of “correct” and “incorrect” judgments. Arendt, there-
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fore, is wrong when she argues that Kant valued judgment and thus the 
polis over truth; Kant actually saw a complex, but mutually reinforcing, 
interrelationship between the two.30 In arguing for the universal commu-
nicability of judgments, for example, Kant points out that without such 
communicability, “we could not attribute to [cognitions and judgments] 
a harmony with the object, but they would one and all be merely a subjec-
tive play of the presentational powers,” a possibility that Kant clearly finds 
unacceptable.31

Unfortunately for Kant’s theory, people in political opposition tend to 
find their own positions most harmonious with “the object.” Both A and 
B, in the example above, perceive the other as acting irrationally and even 
perhaps in bad faith. Both A and B suppose that the moral ground upon 
which he or she stands is clearly more solid than the other’s. The con-
ception of the natural order that each holds serves only to reinforce this 
position; the ideals of Kantian liberalism and formalism are developed by 
each of them in ultimate support of their own moral outlook.

This proves an insurmountable problem both for pure Kantianism and 
for many of its descendants. Neither Arendt’s agonistics nor Habermas’s 
“universal pragmatics” serve to broker a middle ground between the two 
sides: the preconditions for agreement are fundamentally lacking. Ulti-
mately, it is clear that A and B are coming from what Charles Spinosa and 
Hubert L. Dreyfus term “weakly incommensurate worlds.”32 Neither A 
nor B is willing, or able, to be a part of the other’s debate; their senses of 
what is important about marriage are not shared, and even if they use sim-
ilar terminology, the grounds upon which they base these terms are radi-
cally different. They are not quite using the same grammar or vocabulary; 
to hope for a “universal pragmatics” is begging the questions that the very 
issue raises, for in such a case there would be little disagreement after all.

This is not to say that they live in radically different worlds: these two 
individuals can communicate with one another, indeed they want to com-
municate with one another. Each can convince the other of his or her sin-
cerity, and they can perhaps find common ground on other subjects. But 
the existence of some shared realities does not denote the necessity of 
a single reality. Incommensurate worlds are not states of existence that 
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are unrecognizable as human, but are instead narrow realms of mutually 
exclusive comprehensibility.33

That people who share the same political spaces can have intellectu-
ally incommensurate worlds should be commonsensical. Evidence for it 
surrounds us. People who are part of the same political configuration (be 
it geographical, organizational, or societal) usually do have integrally dif-
ferent conceptions of the good, or the desirable, or the ethical, as liberal 
theories have long recognized.34 For a variety of reasons, however, politi-
cal philosophy often seems either to deny this possibility or to bemoan 
it. Sometimes this is an avowedly teleological goal, as it was for Plato; at 
other times it is an attempt at identifying common threads in an otherwise 
multifarious system, as it was for Marx. But as far apart as Platonism, with 
its insistence on a universal (but hidden) system of evaluation, is from 
Marxism, with its insistence on different (class-related) commonalities, 
both argue that people ought to discover a unified worldview. And most 
successors of these theories, from constitutionalism to traditionalism to 
progressivism, have continued to urge unity as the highest political ideal.

Arendt is correct, however, in emphasizing that Kant enables an ethos 
that places the community of judgment over and above the regime of 
truth. In the words of Roberto Esposito, “if the subject of theory is the I, 
and that of ethics is the Self, the subject of aesthetics is We. Indeed it is 
We-others, a We that is constitutively open to relations with others.”35 In 
emphasizing the communal nature of judgments, and thus escaping the 
traditional debate over objective versus subjective aesthetics, Kant opens 
the possibility of a political theory based on communities that emerge 
through agonistics rather than those which presuppose some sort of col-
lective essence. His construction, though based on universal communi-
cability and reason, opens a window to how localized forms of commu-
nicability and reason can establish minor communities, worlds that can 
overlap one another and yet still remain at some level distinct. The clari-
fication of this kind of an idea of political communicability is the ultimate 
goal of this chapter.

The debate over same-sex marriage, as a political difficulty, resonates 
deeply with a certain sense of political freedom. This particular sense, 
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though particularly important to Kant, is usually left out of political de-
bates. Most Kantian-based liberal positions on political issues tend to be 
concerned with freedom as a sense of noninvolvement. Abortion rights, 
for example, are generally posited as a question of toleration and ability: 
few abortion-rights advocates claim that abortion is intrinsically good, 
but instead argue that it is a matter of choice for women. Conversely, abor-
tion foes argue that abortion is not a private matter, but a concern of public 
interest. In other words, these positions tend to rely on a sense of public 
and private, and to argue that freedoms are properly based in the private 
realm and responsibilities in the public.

Kant’s sense of freedom has little to say about freedoms that are not 
public. The public sphere, where intellectual positions are laid out and 
contested, is by definition the space of the kind of freedom that is depen-
dent on debate. For Kant, freedoms of the individual can only be sub-
sumed under a socially constituted natural order, the “lawful authority 
within a whole called civil society.”36 How civil society is constituted, how 
the common ways of living are determined through the public use of rea-
son (e.g., debate), is taken as natural and unproblematic. Kant, in other 
words, holds the idea of private freedom to be oxymoronic.

Yet Kant’s idea of public freedom is a robust one, within its own limi-
tations. Though he suggests, for example, that a state has no obligation 
to grant its subjects what we today consider “privacy rights,” and though 
he is similarly disinclined to defend those who rebel against authority, 
Kant centrally advocates for freedom of judgment. Most obviously, this 
includes his championing of free public speech. Human subjectivity and 
the communities that enable such subjects, according to him, emerge 
from unfettered deliberation: reason is naturally public and must be de-
fended as such.

Freedom of the public use of reason is the human attribute Kant most 
defends throughout his works. In “What Is Enlightenment?” Kant pro-
motes the responsibility to saper aude and posits public freedom as the 
hallmark of the modern. In the Critique of Practical Reason he makes free-
dom central to any use of pure reason.37 In the Critique of Judgment Kant 
gives freedom the most gloried space in the pantheon of concepts: it is 
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not merely the only supersensible concept (i.e., that it “proves its own re-
ality”), but is the only possible groundwork for proving the existence of 
God and of the soul.38

It is well known that this aspect of Kantianism underlies contemporary 
liberalism; it is equally well accepted in liberal societies that government, 
for example, should leave expression unfettered. What is less recognized, 
however, is the degree to which this kind of public freedom is valued only 
insofar as it helps achieve resolution, as though free judgments are of 
worth only if they are heading toward a universal settlement. For Kant, 
and for modern Kantians like Arendt and Habermas, deliberation is use-
ful only insofar as it leads to resolution. Freedom to dissent is allowed 
in the name of eventual accord; the freedom is thus always contingent 
upon the possibility of reconciliation.39 The strength of Kantian theory 
is the extent to which this eventual resolution is never predetermined, as  
Arendt makes clear in her lectures on the Critique of Judgment. But its 
weakness, inherited from Kant and persevering in liberalism, is a reluc-
tance to recognize genuine, long-lasting political difference that shows no 
sign of resolution. This is due in part to Kant’s aspiration (and the desire 
of most liberals) to arrive at consensus, and in part to the inclination of 
organized bureaucratic institutions to discourage meaningful dissent.

Alternative theories of how political resolution is reached in particularly 
intransigent cases abound. If it is generational, perhaps the older genera-
tions will die off, leaving the paradigms of the younger generations domi-
nant.40 Another form of resolution may be the forceful overpowering of the 
adherents of one form, either through overt violence or through rhetorical 
degradation.41 Still another form can come about through the privatization 
of political issues, where a communal issue evolves into a matter of private 
behavior.42 But there are other issues which continue to be undecided, wax-
ing and waning over the years in intensity, but never being fully resolved, 
and these prove problematic for any theory dependent on universalism.

Let us return to the case of same-sex marriage. On the one hand, we 
have A arguing that marriage between two men or women is immoral, 
perverse, and at odds with American ideals. On the other, B argues that 
it is moral, loving, and harmonious with liberal objectives. It is difficult 
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to merely live with this difference, as traditional liberalism would exhort, 
since same-sex marriage will either be recognized by law within a state’s 
boundaries or will not. The compromise model of political thought is 
problematic as well for the same reasons: perhaps a separate civil status 
can be developed for same-sex couples, but the things that make marriage 
per se so meaningful to A also make it so appealing to B. The Nietzschean 
model, where one moral system wins out over the other through force, is 
perfectly adequate descriptively, but is hardly a model for political engage-
ment. To fight to the death for one’s moral ideals is a poor prototype for a 
political engagement sensitive to the needs of alterity. And a traditional 
Kantianism, where one of these moralities must be correct (though we do 
not yet know which), and thus must be universalized, is not much better; 
since each A and B are convinced that only one moral position is correct, 
the other’s is seen as not only mistaken but pernicious. Kant’s conception 
of judgment, therefore, is not particularly useful in its entirety.

political contestations

Two versions of commonality within community are therefore apparent. 
The first, that of the liberals and communitarians, is a prescriptive com-
monality, one leading inexorably toward normative unity. The second, 
that of the practices of judgment, is a descriptive commonality, one which 
leads toward multiplicity and contestation. Those enamored of the former 
are in truth attempting to eliminate the latter form, which threatens both 
the purity of their utopian visions and the intellectual underpinnings of 
their ideological commitment. The latter, however, lacks the prescriptive 
power of the former. It has not the force to compel A to B’s methods of 
judgment, nor vice versa. It thus proves unappealing to those whose goal 
is normative unity, since it has no mechanism for normalization; in fact, 
it lacks even an ethic of universalism. One may reasonably ask, however, 
what the problem might be with communities that are based on normal-
ization. Obviously, people who consider themselves part of a community 
also consider themselves to have important similarities with those they 
consider fellow members; what is wrong with a formal kind of unity be-
tween peers within a community?
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The answers to these questions depend on one’s conception of politics. 
For those for whom politics is a neatly circumscribed realm of differences 
in matters of civic policy, there is little lacking in such a conception: it 
lays out the rules of such procedures and provides rationales for exclud-
ing those who are unwilling to follow such rules. But for those for whom 
“politics” means something more, means something like deep-rooted 
and hard-fought contestations over resources, power, and meaning, such 
a community looks like an escape from politics, a way to exclude the kinds 
of  battles that might cause discomfort and reflection. In fact, such a com-
munity, broadly considered, may even be indistinguishable from a “cult”: 
a system of meaning in which those who challenge its assumptions are 
castigated and expelled, in which what is allowed to be thought or said 
has become indistinguishable from what can be properly imagined or 
conceived.43

But isn’t a resolution of some sort necessary? Are not political problems 
meant to be solved? For most theorists, yes. Even Hannah Arendt, the best 
attuned to the specifically political dimensions of Kant’s theories of judg-
ment, certainly thought that resolution was of paramount importance. 
Indeed, those who are unable or unwilling to participate in public debate 
(such as scientists, who put too much emphasis on truth) are, on Arendt’s 
account, unworthy of participating in the public sphere.44 Michael Walzer 
holds that plurality and uncertainty should never be the basis of politics: 
“distinctiveness of cultures and groups depends upon closure, and with-
out it, cannot be conceived as stable features of human life.”45

Such political thinkers generally ignore the ways in which cultures and 
communities (and, indeed, families) continue and thrive without closure. 
Debates during the past half century over the existence or nonexistence of 
a public sphere have highlighted this controversy, as though the lack of a 
single, unified public sphere would mean the termination of political life. 
That there continues to be antipathy toward recognizing pluralism in po-
litical life is a mark of dread of substantive politics. The enduring appeal of 
essays and books declaring the “end of ” some significant form of discord 
bespeaks a continuing hope for the ultimate settlement of contention, an 
ultimately antipolitical ideal.
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The fact that humans can and do live in incommensurate ways is the 
very substance of politics. We constantly engage others and discuss ideas, 
attempting to convince (and, occasionally, succeeding in convincing) 
others. We do this across cultures, across religions, and across ideology; 
we do this in schools, in churches, and in dinner table conversations. We 
do this from common ground, from indifference, from moral opposition. 
As Kant shows, we engage with and share some ideas, judgments, and con-
stitutions; to conceptualize humans as isolated and solitary creatures is 
surely as misguided as insisting that all people share one common culture. 
That political philosophy ignores this (with a few notable exceptions)46 is 
among its greatest current weaknesses.

Conversely, those philosophers who do recognize the possibility of in-
commensurability often exorbitantly expand this sense of incommensu-
rability. Once anything is incommensurable, this argument tends to go, 
we have nothing whatsoever in common with one another. For obvious 
reasons, these arguments tend to promote an image of cultures as mono-
lithic, so that something like Samuel Huntington’s “clash of civilizations” 
becomes the only possible resolution.47 Even so nuanced a theorist as 
Alasdair MacIntyre assumes that the most critical questions of incom-
mensurability come from entirely different “traditions.”48 Perhaps the 
most widely noted attempt to overcome political incommensurability 
has come from Charles Taylor, whose condemnations of differences of 
judgment are especially severe. Taylor objects to considering judgments 
(which he identifies as matters of culture) as though they are in any way 
politically equivalent to civil rights.49

These three theorists share very little, the notable exception being the 
way they comprehend political difference. Critics of incommensurability 
habitually posit it as emanating from strong, universal sources, as though 
controversy emanates primarily from profound ontological clashes. But 
political, ethical, and moral conflicts more often arise within cultures and 
ontological frameworks, and such clashes are philosophically more inter-
esting than those that are clearly grounded in different historical and geo-
graphical circumstance. A and B can clearly have common opinions about 
television shows, restaurants, and international relations. That they can-
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not agree on gay marriage in no way implies that they come from entirely 
different “cultures” or even “cultural traditions.” It is entirely possible that 
they each share a vehement attachment to Christian values (though each 
interprets those values differently) or just as possible that they may each 
reject religious commitments entirely.

“What indeed,” asks Jacques Rancière, “is consensus if not the presup-
position of inclusion of all parties and their problems that prohibits the 
political subjectification of a part of those who have no part, of a count of 
the uncounted?”50 The excluded, those nonsubjects within a formal set of 
political rules, form the boundaries of the ideo-governmental “commu-
nity” that both liberals and communitarians have been attempting to es-
tablish. Their differences arise from their identifications of those bound-
aries and their methods of policing them, not from the desire to figure out 
what kind of person belongs within them.

The most significant split in political science is neither between liber-
als and communitarians nor even between the Left and the Right but in-
stead between those whose goal is establishing a normative, regulative 
ideal and those whose goal is something else, something actively political. 
Slavoj Žižek terms the former “parapolitics”: “the attempt to deantago-
nize politics by way of formulating clear rules to be obeyed so that the 
agonistic procedure of litigation does not explode into politics proper.”51 
If, as the normative unitarians claim, final agreement can be reached on 
what those rules are (whether universal or localized), then a postpolitical 
quasi-utopia will arise.

Such uses of the term “community” prove openly inimical to politics: 
the ideal of a community seems to be the establishment of a normative 
system of operations that has no room for substantive dissent in its funda-
mental operations. Such a conception of community is reinforced by pop-
ular conceptions of how communities themselves are formed, as though 
each community was created when a group of like-minded civic individu-
als laid claim to a particular geographically bounded area and perpetuated 
their collective identity into an indefinite future. And these conceptions 
are further fortified by public commentators who perpetuate the concep-
tion that threats to community are intrinsic to forms of personal, political, 
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or moral difference. This is why the answer to the question “Can there be  
a political community?” is “no”; under our current understanding of com-
munity such a construction is fundamentally impossible. Where, then, 
can politics arise? Politics, in Rancière’s terminology, comes whenever the 
accepted system is challenged or disturbed by those who are excluded 
from it.52 Alternative theoretical formulations of political community that 
allow or even encourage agonistic political actions and identities are rare 
in political theorizing, especially within the contemporary discipline. 
The common assumption that the goal of political science is the creation 
of political spaces within which everyone is satisfied (be this a liberal 
satisfaction with fairness or a communitarian satisfaction with everyone 
else) discourages substantive politics.

The first and most obvious resistance to communal unity arises from 
historical practices and theories. The king’s two bodies have always had 
the potential to fight between themselves, but such disagreements seemed 
to foretell the absolute dissolution of both entities. The fight for demo-
cratic representationalism loosed these bonds somewhat, but, as Alexis de 
Tocqueville astutely shows, it also made any threat to the political corpo-
ration also a threat to the very social composition of those citizens around 
them, increasing the pressures of normativity.

Historically, perhaps the most conspicuous privileging of contestation 
over community has arisen from Marxism: namely, that dialectical en-
gagement (or put more simply, class struggle) is the necessary precondi-
tion for political change and growth. Though Hegel’s insistence on the 
ultimate resolution of all dialectics remains in Marx, the quotidian reality 
of Marxist practices seems to have escaped the call for universal solutions. 
To divide societies into different parts whose interests are intrinsically 
opposed is to conceive of those societies as inherently politicized. Con-
temporary Marxist theorists thus celebrate conflict as leading to freedom 
and liberty (and consequently new forms of community).53

What is commonly termed “second wave” feminist political thought (and 
critique) conceived of community in similar ways. As women have been 
perpetually forced into positions of second-class citizenship throughout 
the world, the argument goes, they have developed tacit bonds from their 
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common experience. The community of women, in other words, emerged 
from the ceaseless oppression of females over years and across nations; 
such a community would not in fact exist were it not for the fact of conflict.

But unfortunately most Marxist and essentialist feminist thought, over 
the years, has followed Marx’s lead in merely moving the locus of commu-
nity to more specific levels. To be a member of the proletariat, for instance, 
is to be in constant conflict with the bourgeoisie. But it is also to share an 
essential sameness with workers everywhere, to be united in your material 
position under capitalism, which leaves little room for dissent. Similarly, 
in the past few decades the ascendant critique of essentialist feminism has 
shown how the assumption of ultimate correspondence between women 
has shunted aside substantive questions of identity and difference within 
feminism, ignoring the ways in which feminist theory, for example, has of-
ten unwittingly posited the universality of women as white, middle-class, 
and educated actors. Thus, while admirably instituting conflict as central 
to political action, these theories have replicated the demand of commu-
nity as conformity at a more specific level.

A second way to try to avoid these demands of homogeneity that theo-
ries of community seem to demand is to institutionalize adversarialism. 
Anglo-American legal traditions serve as a model for this tradition. In this 
argument, by institutionalizing conflictual relationships (e.g., in the per-
sons of adversarial lawyers) the subsequent conflict results in more equi-
table access to the truth. The theoretical equivalent to this is John Stuart 
Mill’s liberal pluralism, which argues that people need free difference to 
allow progress and the search for the truth to continue.54

Unfortunately, such antagonisms are dependent on their own teleology 
of resolution. The truth will out, it is thought, and the juridical system de-
termines the truth of the matter. The pluralism that such a theory encour-
ages is a temporary one, and one that is subsumed within the assumed 
puissance and precision of law. There may be two sides to a legal issue, 
but for that to imply more than one resolution is dangerous to the very es-
sence of law. Similarly, in the case of Mill’s pluralism, it is clear that such 
a community still is unified with an underlying teleology: the search for 
the truth benefits the whole town, state, or country.
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Nicholas Rescher distinguishes empirical “factually constituted com-
munities” from “normatively constituted communities,” arguing that the 
former allow for plurality whereas the latter shut such plurality down.55 
But his very terminology is unconvincing: certainly there are many ex-
amples of pluralistic societies, or countries, in geographically bounded 
areas; each of these makes perfect sense. But he is looking for “factually 
constituted communities” that act just as the normative kind do: that is, 
that consider themselves fundamentally alike without actually coercing 
conformity.

Note what all these conceptions of community, from the communitar-
ian to the liberal to the post-Marxist, have in common: community as lack 
of dissensus, posited as the optimal and natural circumstance of human 
existence. There seems to be an underlying teleology that the “unnatu-
ral” element of politics is that which prevents the spontaneous creation of 
community. Community emerges only when there is a “shutting down” 
of politics — to a greater or lesser extent. Of course, this is represented as 
the building, reinforcing, and protection of the community.

This building, reinforcing, and protection comes about through the 
same mechanisms for all these conceptions as well. First, by excluding 
difference in the name of threats to the community; second, by forming 
communal identities against these threats; third, by institutionalizing pro-
tective mechanisms that develop and reinforce normative assumptions.56 
Taken together, these result in a radical exclusion of political conflicts, 
except insofar as these can be managed bureaucratically. The term “com-
munity” becomes rooted in absolute consensus: a deep-down level of mu-
tability is regarded as essential.

community without unanimity

From where, then, can a reengagement with politics which could conceive 
of the many dynamics of familial life emerge? For a variety of reasons 
both historical and epistemological, pluralism as a political philosophy 
would have to be returned to its historical roots to function thus. Even 
the best liberal readings of social difference fail to acclaim politics, at best 
accepting contention as a given fact. They do manage to understand di-
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versity as real and normal, look for mutual understanding between diverse 
people, find respect through a “sensibly managed social system,” and hold 
an interest in “maintaining that peaceful and productive communal order 
that is conducive to the best interests of everyone.”57 But that management 
and maintenance has a price, a price that everyone who transgresses the 
boundaries must be made to pay.

There, of course, are those who have made theoretical strides toward 
the simultaneity of community and politics. Ortega y Gasset, for example, 
provides a theory of syncretic community: truth is the unification of all 
partial and mutually exclusive viewpoints. It is the solidarity of difference 
that creates validity, out of which can come a larger sense of a political 
community.58 But, unfortunately, Ortega did not expand this ontological 
claim into a meaningful theory of politics.59

Closer still was Hannah Arendt’s celebration of agonistics, her privileg-
ing of human conflict as one of the essential foundations of community. 
For Arendt, political divisions are not only permitted in a community, they 
are the necessary conditions of engagement with fellow humans that are 
the cornerstone of community.60 These divisions are the basis for equal, 
considered debate between equals, what Habermas would later term the 
“ideal speech situation.” Arendt’s abhorrence of totalitarianism arose 
from her well-known formulation of authority, in that the former is intrin-
sically antipolitical, because it is “incompatible with persuasion, which 
presupposes equality and works through a process of argumentation.”61

Yet Arendt’s personal and theoretical commitments to agonistics were 
found wanting. Like the liberals she contemns, Arendt constitutes a for-
mal realm of politics, limitations on the political process beyond which 
she feels people ought not go. In an unarguably Kantian manner, she en-
courages agonistics only in public spaces; in the private sphere, she argues, 
such engagements have no place. Nor do people who properly belong to 
the realm of the private have the right to intrude on political engagement: 
thus her overt rejection of feminism, and her serious apprehensions and 
critiques of the American Civil Rights Movement, which had the temerity 
to consist, in part, of children and other nonpolitical actors.62 Similarly, 
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other contemporary Kantians, such as Jürgen Habermas, while recogniz-
ing the importance of contention, limit such contention either by exclud-
ing certain kinds of people from these speech situations or by delimiting 
what qualifies as legitimate argumentation.

But there are still those who are resources for contention, political theo-
rists who celebrate contestation and argumentation. In the United States, 
William James (though more famous for his pragmatism) popularized the 
concept of pluralism as a desideratum for life. Only by testing ourselves 
against those who disagree with us, he holds, could we find what we truly 
believe.63 Today, William Connolly argues persuasively for the “pluraliza-
tion” of politics: an active engagement with difference that can serve as a 
constant reminder of the contingent and temporary nature of what people 
too often see as eternal verities. In a series of engagements with the likes of 
St. Augustine, Henry Thoreau, and Tocqueville, Connolly has developed 
a robust sense of the political, one that encourages political critique and 
dissent.64 Similarly, in France, Félix Guattari and Gilles Deleuze initiated 
a philosophical engagement with difference and multiplicity by encour-
aging the development of a “rhizomatic” politics, lines of political flight 
that intersect, separate, and reconnect once again.65 Jacques Rancière’s 
attention to the “distribution of the sensible” encourages a critical reading 
of the forces that work to shut down peoples’ abilities to create political 
action. And Alain Badiou and Quentin Meillassoux take from Arendt the 
unpredictability of political events, arguing that true political events arise 
from their contingent and eruptive nature.66

Indeed, there are those who go further, arguing against the possibility of 
the coexistence of politics and community. William Corlett, for example, 
utilizes Jacques Derrida in arguing that communities, by their very na-
ture, cannot be unified. Attending to the mechanisms of interrelatedness 
that arise from such practices as gift giving, for example, Corlett shows 
how difference (between people, classes, communities) is both the neces-
sary precondition for gift giving and the medium though which commu-
nity relations emerge.67 Jean-Luc Nancy, in turn, asserts that to establish 
community as some sort of common essence amounts to the closure of 
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politics.68 Nancy takes from Arendt an understanding of politics as a space 
of articulation of difference, and asserts that the closure of such a space 
is, fortunately, impossible.69 In other words, Nancy serves as a reminder 
that incompleteness is a prerequisite of a political society. What members 
of a community have in common is one thing only: their distance from 
one another. So what kind of politics, then, is possible for a “community 
of those who have nothing in common?”70 As Nancy points out, the es-
sentially inoperative nature of community means that its bases (such as 
myths, ideologies, even constitutions), especially those of its creation and 
founding, serve no single purpose but instead circulate through different 
nexuses of meaning.71 Roberto Esposito follows Nancy in arguing that 
community as such can only result in the dissolution of the individuals 
it is ostensibly meant to bring together. Community purports to protect 
individuals, but in fact empties all subjectivity into the common.72 Even 
the attempt to think community, to conceptualize what a fundamental 
commonality might be, leads us to presume it to be a “thing,” when in 
fact it is a “nonthing,” a subtraction of the ontological subjectivity of its 
members to the openness to alterity.73 Thus the demands of community 
result in a totalizing normative emptiness in Esposito’s reading: the ideal 
of community collapses into “the void of pure relation” which “tends to 
present itself in almost irresistible fashion as fullness.”74

In these respects, there seem therefore to be two challenges facing 
political theory. The first is that politics needs to be repoliticized, that 
is, that substantive as opposed to formal contestations need to regain a 
central location in political science. The second is that the nature of com-
munity needs to be reconceived in a way that opens it to politics. We need 
to discuss community not as an exclusionary system of sameness but as 
open, multiple, and shifting connections, correlations, and contestations: 
in other words, more like a family (a real, lived family, not a patriarchi-
ally idealized one) and less like an ideological or corporate population. 
Those who wish to understand community, as opposed to criticizing 
communities for their divergences, need to attend to how collective iden-
tities are developed in ways that are encouraging of contention and po-
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litical challenge. It is to these sites of collectivity and contestation — our  
families — that the next chapters turn. Each attacks the putative central-
ity of unity within families. But more importantly, each also looks to the 
places where connections and commonalities and engagements actively 
happen: where we learn how to attend, to care, even to love, across the 
divides which keep us ever divided.





Chapter 4    Silence: A Politics

Political conflicts, identities, and ideologies are negotiated lin-
guistically, language being both the instrument with which 
humans interact and the means of constructing what it means 
to be human. That voice and speech are central to the con-
struction of community and political action is practically a 
truism within political theory. The assumption that language 
is deployed unproblematically and ubiquitously — that is, that 
language “just is” and that all people use language identically 
and constantly — is, unfortunately, just as much a platitude.

Once again, consider how family has been conceived as the 
archetypal community. A family is made up of disparate in-
dividuals, with often conflicting values, commitments, inter-
ests, even affections, and yet still (generally) consider them-
selves a close-knit community. Usually when family is used 
as a metaphor for a larger community, however, commonality 
and unanimity is assumed, which essentially fails to even ap-
proximate the experience of most actual families. Contrary 
to the assumptions of such cultural commentators, close rela-
tives no more necessitate unanimity than does national ori-
gin; indeed, some of the most brutal and unforgiving conflicts 



64	 Chapter 4

emerge within family structures. Families instead use a variety of mecha-
nisms to persevere. Of interest here is one particular strategy, often used 
in situations of profound disagreement (religion, politics, sexuality): that 
of silence. One important though not exclusive way to negotiate such dif-
ferences is not to speak of them, to allow other, more uncomplicated top-
ics of discussion to form the linguistic medium in which the family exists.1 
These silences need not be total or universal, but they are often a useful 
strategy to enable domestic continuity in the face of radical discontinuity. 
This tactic is exemplary, too, for larger communities. Thus, commonali-
ties, both real and imagined, are already based on lack of speech: political, 
ethical, and epistemological silences which are necessarily backgrounded 
to establish other, overlapping connections. Silence and power imbricate 
one another, it is true, but not in the simply reductive way presumed by 
political science and public policy.

Those who wish to build and reinforce community mention silence 
only as a threat to community, as a failure and malfunction. Silence is that 
which is imposed upon marginalized groups, for example, so it is easily 
assumed that silence must be overcome. Silence is indicative of miscom-
munication, so a model of community based on an image of language as 
transparent communication must eliminate silence.

Even if silence is recognized as an appropriate response, it may still be 
represented as absence. When Wittgenstein famously concludes his Trac‑
tatus Logico-Philosophicus with the aphorism “Whereof one cannot speak, 
thereof one must be silent,” he supposes that since we cannot achieve truth 
in nonlogical matters, for example ethics or aesthetics, they therefore have 
no place in philosophy.2 Wittgenstein recognizes silence as important (he 
certainly does not think such issues insignificant merely because they 
could not be reduced to syllogistic demonstration), but this silence re-
mained a lack. Issues that cannot be adequately addressed should not be 
addressed at all; they are outside the realm of the proper and therefore 
rightfully languish.

But in fact silence, as Cheryl Glenn has argued, operates at different 
times for different reasons.3 Following Glenn, I am interested here in 
drawing out the implications of these dissimilarities, showing how silence 
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operates in multiple ways toward (sometimes) divergent ends. If silence, 
as such, cannot be reduced to determinate purpose, it must be rethought 
as not only a site of repression but also a nexus of resistance or even as a 
potentiality for creation. This chapter begins by examining the common 
conceptions of silence’s role through the lenses of communication theory, 
feminist criticism, and political theory, showing how disempowerment 
and oppression are the assumed political purposes of silence. Silence, 
though, can also serve as a refuge from power; the argument thus turns 
to those fields that recognize the power inherent in silence, whether as a 
form of subjugation, resistance, or motivation. Finally, I point to the ways 
in which silence itself establishes private and public commonality, where 
it is not merely an impediment to connections between people. If silence 
can be used to create the self, or to create communities, then it is not al-
ways something to be feared, eliminated, or overcome. That silence has 
no preordained structure of power, in other words, makes its potentiality 
more sweeping. And that silence resists any reductionistic political role 
denotes a general truth about both language and its lack: similarity in 
form is not equivalent to similarity in function.

denigr ated silence

“Silence is weird” reads the tagline for an advertising campaign in the 
United States in 2001 for cellular phone service.4 It is perhaps less surpris-
ing that such an approach to silence prevails in contemporary society than 
that the aphorism declaring silence golden still has wide enough prove-
nance to be thus transposed. There exist, it seems, few states less desirable 
than silence. Silence is linked to the horror of absence, of aporia; Pascal 
held that the silence of space “strikes terror.”5 Insofar as communication 
between people is popularly considered the acme of human endeavor, to 
be silent means to betray the goals and hopes of humanity, to renounce 
ties with fellow citizens.

If in popular discourse the idea of silence is denigrated, its fate is hardly 
better in academe. As the concepts of identity and activity have become 
increasingly connected to a lingual politics, the existence of silence has in 
turn been increasingly seen as the subjugation of these identities and ac-
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tivities. If  language, in other words, is identity, then the lack of  language 
can only be the demise of identity.

Perhaps the most overt treatments of silence within academic discourse 
have been recognized by sociolinguistics and the field of communication 
studies. In examining the role that language plays in the construction 
of community, ethnicity, society, relationships, ideology, and personal-
ity, linguistic approaches have identified many of the vital ways in which 
language creates and structures human relationships to the world, to oth-
ers, and to selves. Yet studies of language and society commonly address 
silence merely as a lack of communication. With a few important excep-
tions, linguistic theory and studies of communication take silence as their 
unstated antithesis. Communication is presumed to reside within, or be 
constituted by, language; words might be demarcated by the lacuna be-
tween them, but the words remain the elementary objects of analysis.

Even those few that do recognize silence as a constitutive aspect of  lan-
guage often regard it as merely the lack of sound — perhaps between ut-
terances or as an individual response to certain behaviors. For example, 
silence may be defined as referring to pauses between words,6 or “to the 
failure of one addressee to produce a response to a request,”7 or as an ini-
tial reluctance and delay in reaction.8 In its most extreme form, the total 
disappearance of a particular language is metonymically the disappear-
ance of a people, the extinction of a culture.9

The sociolinguist Ronald Wardhaugh attends to the use of silence in 
response to questions that are morally or personally difficult to answer.10 
Silence in such a situation, he argues, is a kind of response (and thus is a 
proper subject for linguistics), but ultimately remains an avoidance. The 
appropriate response to rhetorical questions is no response, which is itself 
a kind of response.

A second analysis of silence has emerged in recent decades from femi-
nist theorists, who embarked on the project of discovering how, when, 
and why women’s voices have been silenced by a patriarchal culture. In 
some important ways, this approach has overlapped with the linguists’; 
they criticize silence as a failure or denial of communication, and exam-
ine the social and political causes of this aphonia. However, the feminist 
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analyses add a critical distinction: silence is politicized. That some people 
(women) are encouraged or forced to remain silent can be traced to cul-
tural norms which use silence to deny them agency.

This approach caused a central ambivalence in late-twentieth-century 
feminist theory: how to both explicate the abusive power relationships 
that have historically kept women’s voices from being heard while also 
celebrating the work that women have done within the spheres allowed 
to them. Tillie Olsen’s work epitomizes this. In her book Silences, she de-
scribes and critiques myriad silencings that occur in contemporary Amer-
ican society and the history of literature, and the ways and the times that 
the voices of women are defamed, ignored, stilled, or precluded.11 Olsen 
calls for a rediscovery of women’s work that had been purged from lit-
erary history, while also advancing a cultural critique of those who at-
tacked (and continue, she argued, to attack) women’s voices. If the most 
talented and original voices among us are stifled, then such systems must 
impact upon the less resistant even more severely. “What,” she asks, do 
such destructions “explain to the rest of us of possible causes — outside 
ourselves — of our founderings, failings, unnatural silencings?”12

Similarly, Adrienne Rich, perhaps the best-known feminist critic to 
connect women’s experience to silence, argues that women as women have 
been repeatedly and forcefully obstructed from entering the public realm 
of speech. “The entire history of women’s struggle for self-determination,” 
she argues, “has been muffled in silence over and over.”13 Rich has seen it 
as her duty to overcome this silence, giving women the voice that has so 
long been taken from them. Rich, in her refusal of the 1974 National Book 
Award, dedicated it instead in part to “the silent women whose voices have 
been denied us.”14

For Rich, language not only stands closely related to action, it is the 
way in which action happens, and the modern world — filled with tele
vision and pornography — steadily replaces action with passivity.15 Hers 
is a combined critique of sexual subjugation and modernity, which cel-
ebrates action and speech as the exclusive modes of political practice, and 
conflates passivity and silence into the realm of powerlessness.

This interpretation of silence as connected to forced absence and sup-
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pression transcends Rich’s and Olsen’s work, of course; it has long perme-
ated the vast majority of feminist readings of silence. One of its strongest 
manifestations appears in antipornography feminism, where it is often ar-
gued that the creation, distribution, and even existence of pornographic 
materials inherently silences not only those who are depicted within 
them, but all people (women, children) who are objectified in the pro-
cess.16 Susan Brownmiller suggests that rape is a crime not only of sexual 
violence, but of silences: the publicity and formal categories surround-
ing rape make the communication and reporting of rape incompatible 
with societal definitions of femininity as pristine and honorable.17 And 
it appears metonymically throughout feminist readings of political life 
and literature. The marginalization of women corresponds to their lack 
of words, where (as Mary Eagleton puts it) female “characters not only 
choose silence or are shocked into silence, but they are silenced in the 
narrative devices of the texts and consciously so.”18

Nor is this reading limited to feminist theory. Silence qua absence and 
powerlessness appears in a variety of political contexts. See it used as ab-
sence within history: the lacunae in official archives are termed “silences” 
in the historical record.19 See it used as vulnerability in political science: 
Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann describes the inability to express one’s politi-
cal preferences in the face of contrary public opinion (however slight) as 
the “spiral of silence.”20 See it used legally as implied consent: not to speak 
against an action (from a political claim to forced sexual intercourse) be-
comes complicity with the action.21 See it used as the opposite of orga-
nized political contention: act up’s famed anti-aids slogan “Silence = 
Death” intrinsically calls for political speech as action.

Underlying each of these critical conceptions of silence is a model which 
conflates community, communication, and speech. Silence, whether that 
of a subaltern group or as perpetuated by institutional mechanisms, repre-
sents a threat to that nexus, and by extension a threat to politics. If silence 
is that which means the lack of articulation, and such an articulation is 
the primary — even sole — means of creating and continuing community, 
then silence is incompatible with community and society.

This implicit and explicit denigration infects not just those who decry 
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silence, but also theoretical perspectives that presume the mutuality of 
community, communication, and speech. Theorists using this model 
generally either decry a disempowered group’s lack of authority within a 
society (such as the feminist denunciation of silence) who are “silenced,” 
or suggest new strategies to promote equality and democracy by encour-
aging speech.

Jürgen Habermas’s conceptual approach to social power and equality 
exemplifies this latter approach. Having developed and deployed over 
the years an ambitious and meticulous critique of the privileging of en-
lightenment subjectivity, Habermas later began to champion speech as 
the formulation for democratic practice. Beginning with a rather simpli-
fied “ideal speech situation” and moving to more complex conceptions 
of discursive social space, Habermas’s solution to the dilemmas of dif-
ference and inequality is resolutely verbal. For example, in his thorough 
treatment of  law and equality in Between Facts and Norms, he champions, 
in turn, “discourse theory,” “communicative reason,” “communicative 
action,” “communicative power,” “communicative freedom,” “discourse 
principles,” and his previous stepping-off point, “speech act theory.”22

Habermas’s ideal, a nomologically neutral realm of power, is certainly 
a valid and laudable ambition. Nor is he wrong in his understanding that 
speech is a constitutive part of law and fair access to law and remains 
partially dependent on discourse equality. He certainly has not been the 
only political or social theorist to reduce freedom and the very possibility 
of justice to the availability of speech; the vast majority shares this ap-
proach. But in reinforcing a normative communicative theory as the ideal 
formulation of political democracy, he positions silence exclusively on the 
side of partiality, inequality, and oppression. If linguism is the sole site 
of community and connection, then fragmentation is inevitable. In other 
words, Habermas’s theoretical approach not only ignores the ways silence 
figures within people’s lives, it makes the grounds of community (which 
he ostensibly defends) insupportable and implausible.

The idea of the public as normatively locutionary extends to legal and 
social theorists far beyond Habermas’s orbit. That civic political action 
must be linguistic, for example, is entrenched firmly in jurisprudence in 
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the United States. The shorthand for the First Amendment to the United 
States Constitution is “freedom of speech,” and indeed many justices have 
argued that alternative forms of expression (e.g., flag burning) are consti-
tutionally unprotected by not literally being speech.23 Without words, of 
course, law does not exist.

These various assumptions of words as axiomatic for communication, 
identity, and politics are popular, widespread, and deeply ingrained. Each 
serves to make speech and noise normative, and silence deviant; as the 
sociolinguist Ron Scollon puts it, “hesitation or silences” are thought to 
indicate “trouble, difficulty, missing cogs.”24 But positioning silence exclu-
sively as absence, and speech as the substantive aspect of these powerful 
concepts, makes possible a striking set of possibilities. As Foucault argues, 
“silence and secrecy are a shelter for power, anchoring its prohibitions, 
but they also loosen its hold and provide for relatively obscure areas of 
tolerance.”25 The very existence of silence may thereby become a form of 
resistance, of nonparticipation in these practices of community-building, 
identity-formation, and norm-setting. Silence, in other words, betokens a 
rejection of these practices of power.

r esistant silence

In its most moderate understanding, silence is seen as basic withdrawal, 
whether from a conversation or from the business of modern life. Silence 
is a ceasing of participation, a discovery of self by cutting off external stim-
uli, whether it be the creation of “a time for quiet,” a spatial or temporal re-
treat, or a particular venue in which to read, think, or relax. Silence, in this 
conception, is as much metaphorical as literal. The “silence” of the wilder-
ness, for example, is not really a literal quiet, as anyone who has spent a 
night camping in it well knows. Instead, it is a figurative slowing down, an 
escape from the quotidian pressures of its imagined opposite, city or sub-
urban life. Yet this metaphorical quality prevails precisely because silence 
is seen as a rejection, however temporary, of those metaphorically noisy 
practices which are being escaped.

Contrary to popular assumption, silence is not the precondition of 
sleep, of thought, of meditation, of artistic appreciation; a great number 
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of the world’s people do all these things without absolute quiet. But si-
lence is perpetually posited as their prerequisite. Of course, it could be 
argued, one can sleep next to noisy streets, farm animals, elevated trains, 
or church bells, but one does sleep better without those distractions. And 
yet those who sleep near these noises often find it difficult, or worrisome, 
to sleep without them. Similarly, those noises which would keep some 
people awake by their very absence, sounds such as ticking clocks, bull-
frogs, or another person’s breathing, are essential for others’ slumber.

If silence is not privileged as imperative for personal growth, then, why 
does it have this reputation? The answer lies in the metaphorical position 
it holds: if silence is a form of withdrawal, then those aspects of life which 
require a degree of withdrawal from the assumptions and involvements 
of that life are metonymically linked to silence. Silence, in other words, 
functions as a representation of withdrawal; the assumed tranquility of 
silence bars the nontranquil involvements of the outside world.

This does not, however, constitute a particularly overt power of resis-
tance, even if it implies a form of disavowal. Linked to the withdrawal 
conception of silence is a more overt refusal to participate in the norma-
tive linguistic practices of a state or society. Silence can prove to be pow-
erful not only as isolation, but for the social function of self- or group-
withdrawal as a resistance, an “exercise of silence” which Thomas Dumm 
says “suggests a reverence for the self that is self-owned.”26

The sociolinguist Perry Gilmore gives one familiar example: that of the 
student whose silence in the classroom serves to resist the authority of 
the teacher, whose power in turn cannot force an answer.27 The studied 
silence, or “sulk,” can be used against a teacher’s attempt to settle, under-
stand, or appropriately punish a student; in refusing to speak, the student 
resists participating in the linguistic management of a classroom. Gilmore  
notes that while teachers may refer to persistent silence in a variety of 
ways, such as “ ‘pouting,’ ‘fretting,’ ‘acting spoiled,’ ‘being rebellious,’ ‘act-
ing nasty,’ ‘having a temper tantrum,’ and so on,” in each case it is seen as 
a threat to the normative standards of a classroom and usually causes a 
teacher to respond and pay attention to the silent student.28

Silence can serve as resistance to any institution that requires verbal 
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participation (as virtually all do). In the face of forced speech, to “speak 
may be to justify what is unjustifiable.”29 On a macroscopic political scale, 
states often require such participation and subsequently employ a variety 
of means to compel it. The state-sponsored requirement to take an oath 
is a particularly overt form of obligatory speech. Loyalty oaths, public re-
cantations of heresy, self-incrimination, enforced pledges of allegiance, 
and required judicial affirmations all oblige certain well-circumscribed 
speech acts. The work of Haig Bosmajian illuminates a profound trajec-
tory of the ways in which coerced speech has been used to control, im-
prison, and even kill those who dissent, from Thomas More and Galileo 
to the victims of the United States House Un-American Activities Com-
mittee and employees forced to sign oaths as a condition of employment.30

Most notably, these institutional forces consider silent dissent threaten-
ing; declining to support a king’s or legislative body’s activities is judged 
tantamount to opposing the nation. Silence as nonparticipation threat-
ens institutional forces in that silence resists whatever demands are made 
without necessarily opposing. In the cosmology of language, it is equiva-
lent to heresy. For the Catholic theologian Max Picard, for example, the 
primary value of silence is, paradoxically, this lack of value. “Silence,” 
he argues, “does not fit into the world of profit and utility . . . it cannot 
be exploited.”31 As absence, it lacks substance; as nonresponse, it resists 
interpellation.

Jane Campion’s film The Piano meticulously captures and illustrates 
this role of silence. The protagonist, Ada, played by Holly Hunter, is mute; 
early in life, she says, she decided to stop speaking: “My father says it is a 
dark talent and the day I take it into my head to stop breathing will be my 
last.”32 Her silence weighs heavily on her husband Stewart (who selected 
her by mail order), but his inability to listen carefully to the silence in 
which she lives distinguishes him from his blunt, illiterate, but ultimately 
more responsive neighbor Baines, who learns to treat her as a fierce, in-
dependent, full person. Ada’s silence adds to her humanity in that she 
demands more from her noninterlocutors; yet her silence clearly demon-
strates a constant defiance rather than any sort of passivity.

The silence of a nineteenth-century woman is not an uncommon affair, 
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especially as represented by the strain of feminist criticism epitomized 
by Adrienne Rich. But Ada, unlike the archetypal silenced woman, uses 
her silence to discomfit those who regulate social behavior with speech. 
Her primary communication through the eponymous piano is available 
only to those with the ability or will to listen; that she does not speak 
seems both the literalization of the norms of  her society and her rebel-
lion against those norms. One way of viewing the relationship of silencing 
and being silenced is as a “self-contained opposite,” where silence can be 
reclaimed from the mechanisms of power to be used as a practice of self-
creation.33 By demanding unexpected relationships, Ada’s silence serves 
to reinforce her individuality, the aspects of  her person that make her dif-
ferent as she engages in power struggles with her husband and her lover.

Yet Ada’s refusal to speak has its own aggression. Silence can be used 
against others, not merely to resist. To see such usage as merely wresting a 
tool from an oppressive system, as nothing more than a self-contained op-
posite, is to miss that silence’s power extends beyond resistance. Silence, 
both as withdrawal and as pointed avoidance, can be used to manipulate, 
control, and harm others just as easily as to protect the self.

To turn to children to understand its uses, their deployment of silence 
against one another shows a silence which itself does violence. The “silent 
treatment,” the calculated withdrawal of communicative words from an 
unfavored member of that societal group, can be devastating.34 Impor-
tantly, this does not literally silence the individual in the sense of negating 
that person’s attempts at speech, but attacks by revoking accepted social 
forms of recognition. Similarly, so-called passive-aggressive behavior, us-
ing silence to punish someone who relies on verbal interaction within a 
relationship, also wields silence to castigate and discipline.35 In each case, 
silence operates on an exoteric register.

In each of these cases, silence is not something that is done to one, but 
a practice which one aggressively performs. Active and reactive silence 
does not fit well into the predominant model of silence as powerlessness. 
However, this is not to say that silence as power is better, or more often 
true, than silence as denigration. Indeed, insofar as normative speech 
structures both, discourse equally constitutes both models, since each 
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works with and against the norms of speech. Wendy Brown points out 
that these conceptions, far from being oppositional, are in fact mutually 
structured: that it is possible for silence, she argues, “both to shelter power 
and to serve as a barrier against power.”36

Yet before moving beyond this dialectical relationship, one more model 
of silence as power exists, one which is not reducible to a passive, a resis-
tant, or an aggressive posture: that used on the analysand. Professional 
psychotherapeutic relations are premised on an evocative silence, yet one 
that is certainly far from neutral in the way it is structured by organiza-
tional power. The therapist’s silence, at least relative to the client, intends 
to promote, or even provoke, disclosure.

Similar situations include a professor’s use of silence to draw out a class, 
a journalist’s to encourage elucidation, a priest’s to hear a confession, or 
indeed any interlocutor’s to induce conversation. In each of these cases, 
silence functions as a demand, not for silence in return, but for narrative 
participation. Silence thus evokes nonsilence: it incites interaction with-
out demanding it. Even Susan Sontag, renowned for her opposition to 
the authoritarian nature of Freudian psychoanalysis, recognizes that this 
use of silence contains an “element of wisdom” within it, where it “keeps 
things ‘open.’ ”37

If silence can function to provoke a discursive subjectivity, then, its 
power is neither defensive nor aggressive. It may operate in both regis-
ters at once, as in Jean-François Lyotard’s description of the “differend,” 
speech which is simultaneously demanded and impossible, such as by 
those who demand eyewitness accounts by victims of genocide.38 It may 
operate on neither, as in the case of evocative silence. It may be that silence 
has no predetermined structure of power at all. If this is the case (and it is 
my contention here that it is), silence can play an infinite variety of roles 
in social, political, and linguistic networks. If it can be destructive, defen-
sive, and evocative of selves and social relations, then it can also contrib-
ute to the constitution of these identities. The remainder of this chapter 
therefore examines some ways silence operates at this formational level, 
particularly emphasizing its use as a strategy to negotiate the competing 
realities of incommensurability and community.
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constitutive silence

Silence can operate in multiplicitous, fragmentary, even paradoxical ways. 
The politics of silence, in other words, are not reducible to any particular 
political functionality; even more than its putative opposite, language, 
silence resists absolution. As Lisa Block de Behar explains, “silence re-
mains subject to the interpretations of the receiver to whom its message 
is addressed.”39 The difficulty of articulating silence, she continues, arises 
because there is “no guarantee that an interpretation occurs of a discourse 
which is not uttered, of an intention which remains unknown, and which 
may not even exist.”40 Insofar as silence cannot be literalized or universal-
ized, it is not reducible to one singular function. If silence were strictly 
resistant, or oppressive, it could be neatly categorized as salutary or sinis-
ter; instead, it both embodies and transcends these neat categorizations.

Condemnations of silence, especially in institutional contexts, arise 
from this very indeterminacy. Gail Griffin describes how classroom si-
lences are experienced by the college professor thus: “A stretch of silence 
may mean any number of things. It may mean ‘We have no idea, as we have 
not yet even glimpsed the frontispiece of this text.’ Or ‘You appear to be 
operating under the naïve delusion that we care.’ Or ‘I will never drink or-
ange vodka again.’ Or ‘If she doesn’t call me tonight I will throw myself off 
the chapel tower.’ Or ‘If you’d just break down and tell us the answer, we 
could all go home and sleep.’ Very often it means ‘I am a cretin in a class-
room of geniuses.’ But teachers, often bad translators, usually interpret it 
as follows: ‘We despise and loathe you.’ ”41 Griffin clearly means to remind 
teachers that silence is not necessarily to be feared, but her multitude of 
meanings is not quite so reducible to the moral lesson she intends. For the 
classroom silence may well mean loathing; its very irreducibility to any 
of these territorializations makes the lack of speech threatening to those 
organizational structures and their representatives. Teachers are often 
justified in distrusting silence.

This particular capability significantly differs from the customary po-
litical roles of silence, even among those discussed above who recognize 
some of its potential kinds of power. If silence is solely a lack, communi-
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cation becomes impossible; if it is limited to force, either as resistance or 
as aggression, it separates and partitions relationships. If it can function 
within, for example, families in various ways, both to create divisions and 
to resist power, then the nature of silence is in fact that there is no intrinsic 
nature at all.

That silence has no necessary form, however, leads to an unexplored 
and unacknowledged capability: it can also enable and produce. Silence, 
in other words, can be constitutive. It can create identities and sustain 
communities. It can, in the words of Cheryl Glenn, “engender,” “witness,” 
“attest,” “command,” even “open” us to the world.42 Once understood as 
freed from interpretive structures that necessarily condemn (or celebrate) 
it, the unlimited aspects of its multiplicitous functionality are freed for 
their creative and productive capacity.

Nietzsche, as Zarathustra, conceives of silence as the method for the 
most profound individual changes. An anthropomorphized Solitude 
welcomes him from the world of men, the “world below,” where “every-
thing among them speaks, everything is betrayed.”43 To the “fire-dog,” 
the creature of the underworld, he argues against the cacophony of the 
“world-changing” events. “The greatest events — they are not our noisi-
est but our stillest hours. The world revolves, not around the inventors of 
new noises, but around the inventors of new values; it revolves inaudibly.”44  
Zarathustra, in a parable he calls “The Stillest Hour,” explains how he 
changed from comparing himself with other men to creating himself. Re-
peatedly, “something” spoke to him “voicelessly,” helping him realize how 
to escape his childhood, his pride, his shame, and his limitations imposed 
upon him by society.45

As Sonoda Muneto (the foremost Japanese translator of Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra) has shown, the centrality of silence to Zarathustra’s self-
origination is remarkably akin to that of Buddhism, especially that of two 
books on the Buddha’s achievement of enlightenment that Nietzsche was 
reading at the time of writing Zarathustra.46 The profundity of the role 
of absence of language within Buddhism extends far beyond the ken of 
this book, but individual silence and meditation figure centrally within 
the process of Buddhist enlightenment, especially its Zen (Chan) and 
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Madhyamika forms.47 (The ascetics of monkish silence likely also served 
as a model for Nietzsche.) Zarathustra’s embrace of nonlinguistic forms 
of communication (dance, music, singing) ultimately does not depend 
on silence, but Zarathustra’s trajectory exemplifies how the rejection of 
language can help a new self transcend the limitations of the old.

Zarathustra’s conception, Zen meditation, and monastic asceticism all 
point to silence as a constitutive element of the overcoming self. These 
models are intrinsically individualized; each characterizes subject-
centered creation. As such, they are akin to (though not identical to) si-
lence as a resistant form of power. For Zarathustra, for example, only after 
he renounces language (the language of others) does he find a new mode 
of  being. Ultimately, however, these are silences which reinforce disparity 
and discontinuity, whose archetype is that of withdrawal.

Yet if silence can be constitutive of individual subjectivity, it can also 
serve to constitute commonality. The very existence of social silence de-
pends upon its acceptance. Silence must always be a collusion, as Deborah 
Tannen points out; social silence cannot be limited to one side.48 Silences 
between two or more people must be actively maintained as such.

That any communal silence must be socially preserved is obvious, espe-
cially when cases of those who disturb it are taken into account, for exam-
ple, during a theatrical production or symphony. Noise, be it speaking or 
mere rustling, is seen as disruptive to the experience of the performance; 
an audience member who cannot learn silence is commonly seen as failing 
in his or her place. Nor is this limited to those moments where dialogue 
emanates from the stage or sounds issue from instruments. An audience 
member who speaks loudly during a tense emotional standoff in a Harold 
Pinter play or applauds between movements in a Mozart concerto im-
plicitly breaks an alliance of silence, an alliance to which other audience 
members (and occasionally venue staff) are deeply invested.

This is of course a partial silence, one on the part of the audience in-
stead of the performers, but it is instructive nonetheless. The audience 
members recognize the necessity of silence on their part for the experi-
ence they desire, and go to great lengths to protect it. In doing so, they 
create a particular kind of audience, with norms and mores: a community. 
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Yet this is a limited example. To better explore this aspect of silence, I turn 
to two cases which actively and overtly use silence to constitute a com-
munity, instances where silence plays a far more active and recognized 
role than in the familial example with which this chapter began. These 
two illustrations, traditional Quaker meetings and the famed John Cage 
piano piece 4'33", show silence bringing together disparate people in com-
mon experience.

Quaker worship is famed for being conducted, for the most part, in si-
lence. Friends, as Quakers call themselves, were not the only Christian 
group to promote silent worship; even within the Catholic Church the 
long-present apophatic tradition gained strength in the late seventeenth 
century in the quietist movement led by Miguel de Molinos.49 But Quak-
ers are the best-known historical and contemporary sect to worship in this 
way, and the centrality of silence in their worship and daily life is overtly 
justified as conducive to theological truth and community creation by 
Quakers themselves.

From the denomination’s beginning, this form of worship drew consid-
erable attention and criticism. In his Apology, an explication of Quakerism 
written in 1678, Robert Barclay spends considerable time defending silent 
worship, especially once he declares that “there can be nothing more op-
posite to the natural will and wisdom of man than this silent waiting upon 
God.”50 Barclay saw silence as a method of diminishing the automatic de-
mands of the self, allowing the word of God to emanate instead. Speaking 
thereby became representative of all activities of the body, which could 
through practice become secondary to listening to God’s voice.51 For 
Quakers, silence has long been the foremost way to allow the overcoming 
of the egocentric mind. In the words of a pamphlet from 1805, “there is no 
exercise whatever where self is more shut out.”52

This is not the silence of constantive individualism; like most religious 
ceremonies, it is practiced as a community. This silence must take place 
communally, Barclay argues: it is the “duty of all to be Diligent in assem-
bling of themselves together, and when assembled, the great work of one 
and all ought to be to wait upon God.”53 The Quakers considered con-
gregation vital, even, as with their convention, in the absence of a central 
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speaker, priest, or minister. When “these who came together, to meet af-
ter this manner in Silence, so that they would set together many hours 
in a deep Silence and Quietness,” they practiced silence together, as a 
community.54

Those who attempt to theorize silence often remark on Quaker practice, 
but its communal aspect remains consistently overlooked. Even Richard 
Bauman, in his admirable treatment of the interplay between speech and 
silence in seventeenth-century Quakerism, treats silence as something 
ultimately individualistic.55 However, the literature of the period, though 
primarily concerned with the overcoming of self in the service of “the 
Light,” continually refers to the necessity of assembly. Even in the twenti-
eth century, Quaker theologians take pains to differentiate the experience 
of individualized silence from the authentic communal worship: silence, 
argues Violet Hodgkin in 1919, must arise not from “each soul alone, but 
united as a community.”56

Silence, in this social role, creates the community. It provides emo-
tional, theological, and political sustenance in many of the same ways 
any denominational organization does. But rather than sharing a literal 
symbol as the organizing principle of their association (a Torah, a cruci-
fix, a minister), the symbolic unifier in the Quaker case is the absence of 
symbol. Silence functions as shared experience, but one whose meaning is 
not necessarily (or even likely) shared. Silence’s “primary object is group 
unity”; the unarticulated yet contiguous experience of silence itself forms 
the community.57

John Cage’s famous piece 4'33" invokes similar experiences. A performer 
sits at a piano for four minutes and thirty-three seconds without touching 
the keys; an audience hears what would usually be considered incidental 
noises instead of notes from the piano. While not silence in the sense of 
absence of sound (Cage held there is no such thing as absolute silence), 
Cage’s piece throws all sound into stark relief.58 In doing so, it encourages 
the audience to consider the nature of music (the most common interpre-
tation of 4'33") but also, more importantly, to become aware of itself as an 
audience.

Cage’s study of the role of silence within Zen Buddhism convinced him 
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that music’s ideal role was not to unilaterally communicate emotion or 
ideas to listeners, but rather to create awareness of surroundings: in this 
case, the surroundings of the performance hall.59 Cage’s interest in the 
creation and reception of music serves as testament to this focus: his dis-
like of recordings as “the end of music”; his insistence on a score, page 
turnings, and note durations for the performance of 4'33"; and his funda-
mental interest in the art of everyday experience.60 As Susan Sontag points 
out, the dialectical nature of the silence that Cage created necessitates 
a surrounding fullness of response in the audience.61 It is as though the 
silence constitutes the awareness of the audience as such, both within its 
self-awareness and in the arrangement of its relation to the “music.”

The audience, therefore, transcends its assumed identity as passive 
recipient and actively partakes in the piece. Cage’s is not a form of per-
formance art that primarily relies on shock, or even on transgression. 
Instead, the surprise of 4'33" emerges in its uses of silence to enable the 
recognition of the audience as integral to performance, as composing the 
piece as much as the composer or performer. Silence, in this role, does not 
distance, resist, or overpower; it forms the artistic and intellectual basis 
for the recognition and constitution of communal identity. Indeed, even 
those who dislike or resist the silence of the performance become part 
of a community of engagement: intentional harrumphing or even stalk-
ing out of the hall become part of the pluralized audience’s performance. 
For Cage’s musical composition, as for the Quaker theological tradition, 
silence creates community.

These creative productions, from Zarathustra’s self-creation to Bar-
clay’s theological assembly to Cage’s communal experience, make sin-
gular interpretations of silence’s functions problematically simplistic. If 
silence cannot be fixed to the singular interpretation of powerlessness or 
of resistance, then neither can it be easily and clearly constitutive. No sure 
way exists of determining if all members of a community are affected by 
silence in ways that actually create community; no silence is indisputably 
formative or reactive.

A search for the politics of silence, for the determinative classification 
of the power dynamics inherent within silence, is consequently doomed 
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to fail. The multiple, fragmentary, and overlapping dynamics of silence 
can be iterated, investigated, and explored, but they cannot be fixed or 
predetermined. Indeed, the implications of this impossibility may well 
have more to do with how politics gets conceptualized in contemporary 
theory than with the particularities of silence. Power itself, like silence, 
is radically indeterminate, open to processes of domination, emancipa-
tion, and resistance which can never be fully contained, represented, or 
comprehended.

It is silence’s simultaneous resistance to and eliciting of interpretation 
that acts in ways profoundly troubling to those who demand explanation. 
It can be disturbing for moral and ethical reasons; Martin Heidegger’s 
lifelong silence about his attitude toward National Socialism remains 
a disturbing provocation both for those who wish to defend him as an 
insightful genius and those who try to reduce his thought to a pro-Nazi 
solipsism.62 It disturbed those surrounding the Quakers, who as late as 
the twentieth century would invade Quaker houses of worship and shout 
at the gathered Friends.63 It disturbs those institutions and institutional 
executors (including teachers) who demand verbal interaction as evalu-
ative mechanisms. It disturbs parents, who see family communication 
as the parroting of instructions. It disturbs precisely because the ideal of 
transparent speech is the presumed mode of participation in our cultural 
practices, a standard to which silence is not reducible.64

Both the creation of community and the disruption of organization are 
among silence’s constitutive aspects. Each of these forms is linked to si-
lence as oppressive or resistant power, but silence does not ultimately or 
necessarily perform any one of these functions. Or, more properly, silence 
does not perform only one of these tasks in only one way. Silence func-
tions as a negotiation of the disparate and the common, but like any true 
negotiation it takes more than one path and more than one meaning. In 
silence, as in few other mechanisms, individuality, incommensurability, 
and community coexist.





Chapter 5    I ♥ My Dog

The predicament: your dog’s life is in danger, and you have to 
decide whether to spend a significant amount of money and 
time on a remedy. One alternative, among many, is to spend 
an equivalent amount to help, even save, a number of human 
lives; the International Red Cross or a United Nations relief 
fund could use that money to feed the starving or rescue dis
aster victims. Will you, to put it most pointedly, choose the life 
(and comfort, and even luxuriance) of your dog over that of 
human beings? Though one alternative is clearly virtuous, and 
the other questionable, you — like most North Americans fac-
ing this choice — will likely choose the latter. And the choice 
you make, interestingly enough, calls into question the basic 
principles of ethics, political philosophy, and human primacy.

Confronted with this question, especially a generalized ver-
sion about what the proper response should be, there seem to 
be two predicable answers. The first is an aggrieved “Well, I 
have a dog, would do many things for him/her, and refuse to 
accept such a judgmental interpretation of those kind of ac-
tions.” The second, oppositional response is “How can anyone 
value animal life over human life? Such people have lost their 
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moral bearings!” and presumes that to rehabilitate a dog in some way be-
trays humanity.

Neither of these responses is particularly interesting. It would be easy 
enough to explore the defensive psychology of the first or attack the naïve 
humanism of the second. Yet neither explains the gap between the two 
views, how one person can feel so strongly about an animal that another 
cares very little about. Rather than attempting to definitively resolve this 
predicament, which perhaps cannot be answered satisfactorily, this chap-
ter instead uses it to ask particular questions about the presuppositions 
and causalities within political theory.

This takes place in three different ways. The first of these investigates 
how the relationships and connections between humans and dogs bridge 
profound differences, examining how those are individually and histori-
cally constituted. The second calls into doubt the assumed compulsory 
force of logic within political philosophy, especially the status of logical 
demands. The third looks at different ways of investigating the intellec-
tual and ideological stakes, eventually arguing that fiction may be more 
attuned to the everyday complexities of these relationships than other 
explanatory forms.

That an individual might well prefer to spend money on dog food or 
veterinarian bills than on helping refugees, victims of natural disasters, or 
the poor is problematic for political philosophy; indeed, it can logically be 
extrapolated within most theoretical systems as not only radical injustice 
but a betrayal of humanity. The value in this relationship escapes politi-
cal theory. Virtually every democratic theory holds that equivalence and 
formal equality, both of which are dependent on deep levels of mutuality, 
are the necessary precondition of just political relationships.

The centrality of equivalence and formal equality is misplaced, in part 
because any theory that insists on a rejection of some of the most impor-
tant of human affinities is bound to fail both empirically and ideologi-
cally, and in part because these connections provide ways in which hu-
mans learn to care for and attend to the world around them. The failure 
of these theories is in their insistence on the commensurability of political 
actors, the necessity of “being understood” across the multiplicitous edges 
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of worlds, and their exclusive privileging of logical formalism. On the con-
trary, we can learn from those who love their pets that communication is 
not limited to abstract thoughts or human speech, but can and does hap-
pen in startling places and across surprising boundaries.

canis familiaris

William James describes the incommensurability and unintelligibil-
ity between people and dogs at an everyday level: “we to the rapture of 
bones under hedges, or smells of trees and lampposts, they to the delights 
of literature and art.”1 Humans and dogs live in fundamentally differ-
ent worlds, where the very methods of communication and connection 
are so disparate that they are untranslatable. A human, in other words, 
finds insensible much, if not most, of what is interesting to a dog, and vice 
versa; the two can communicate only through the most rudimentary of 
language, and even that often seems limited to command and obedience.

Yet, James argues, dogs and people can rely on, develop trust in, and 
even love, one another: “our dogs and ourselves,” he writes, are connected 
“by a tie more intimate than most ties in this world.”2 That people and 
dogs cannot understand one another’s interests has little to do with their 
bond. Each fills needs in the other, for caring, companionship, physical 
and emotional affection, fun: that is the basis for their allegiance. Cer-
tainly these needs play out differently in each species and in particular 
contexts; certainly the needs of food and protection and shelter are para-
mount, and yet the emotional attachment is not reducible to those needs. 
Dog (and human) affinity continues beyond the ability to meet those 
wants. A toothless guard dog often remains part of a family.

Is proof really needed that what people feel for their dogs is actually 
love? Of course, such a claim is impossible to prove to those who would 
deny that such a complex emotion is appropriately applied to pets. But 
let a list of various behaviors, institutions, and items stand in for such a 
verification. Some are familiar and others strange, some are common and 
some rare, some are reported as outrages and others as paeans to humane 
behavior. Such a list would include, among other evidence: pet cemeter-
ies; people leaving property to dogs and cats in their wills; canine health 
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insurance; cultural and emotional prohibitions against eating dog flesh; 
neighborhood flyers pleading for the retrieval of lost pets; the history of 
dog portraiture; pet therapy, including drug treatment; ceremoniously 
burying and memorializing dead dogs; books and poems “written” by 
dogs; sleeping with dogs (literally, though bestiality also belongs in this 
list); pet organ transplants; furniture designed for dogs; attempts to rep-
licate dead pets through cloning; the bestowing of names upon animals; 
and popular depictions of dogs as central to children’s lives and emotional 
maturity, such as in Lassie or Where the Red Fern Grows.3 All these prac-
tices, whether conventional or unorthodox, show the different (but often 
central) loves that people have for dogs.

That a wide variety of people love dogs is obvious. This love transcends 
class, race, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, education, intelligence; it is limited 
by almost none of the subterraneous fault lines that permeate the society 
of the United States.4 People do not (usually) love dogs to the exclusion 
of all others, though some instances — such as when a last will and testa-
ment renounces human offspring in favor of Rex — come close. The love 
of dogs does not usually replace the love of others, but is often thought to 
encourage it. Marjorie Garber, for example, argues that it is through the 
love of dogs that we become fully human.5

Yet such canine conceptions are relatively recent. Historically, dogs 
were commonly set up as models of morality, not as objects of human 
love: their fealty was representative of the highest of human aspirations. 
The connection between Fido and fidelity is an ancient one, reaching at 
least as far back as Argos in The Odyssey (who is left uncared for while 
Odysseus is away and happily dies upon his return). John Adams praised 
those who have “a Fondness for Dogs,” for such feelings show “evidence of 
an honest Mind and an Heart capable of Friendship, Fidelity, and Strong 
Attachments . . . [which are] the Characteristicks of that Animal.”6 In the 
eighteenth century, the faithfulness of dogs became the model for chil-
dren’s poems and books, wherein children were encouraged to reproduce 
the virtues that dogs naturally possessed. Yet this did not translate to their 
desirability, except for pragmatic reasons. Keeping them solely as pets was 
limited virtually exclusively to the extremely wealthy, at least until the 
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late nineteenth century.7 To be able to keep an animal that was ultimately 
“useless” (in utilitarian terms) was reserved only for those who wished to 
mimic the behaviors of the upper classes.

But by the nineteenth century, dogs began to be seen within American 
and European cultures in a different way, as virtuous actors rather than 
insensate embodiments of abstract virtues. James Turner describes how 
the Victorians intellectually shifted from merely teaching children to note 
the steadfastness of dogs to making the claim that dogs were manifestly 
virtuous.8 As the Victorian preference for emotion over abstract intellec-
tualism emerged, animals began to be conceived of as morally superior to 
humans. A dog did not need to remind itself to be loyal and courageous, as 
did a man; it merely responded with its essential qualities. Moral actions 
were attributed to dogs: the ideal canine is one with the human ideals of 
compassion, loyalty, and bravery. If children could overcome their human 
susceptibilities, the Victorian romanticism asserted, they could approach 
the glory of dogs. Dogs, it was argued, “posses incontestably all the quali-
ties of a sensible man,” whereas “man has not in general the admirable 
qualities of the dog.”9

For the Victorians (and their pet-loving contemporary descendants), 
the very goodness of dogs was seen as bred into them. The prolonged 
domestication of dogs as work companions, whether for mushing, hunt-
ing, or herding, had eliminated their natural ferocity and given them an 
inclination toward virtue. It was a triumph of humanity: the brutal, wild 
nature of the wolf had been remade into an inborn — one might even say 
“natural” — obeisance. At a time when, thanks to Darwin, humans were 
increasingly seen as members of the animal family, dogs embodied the 
best of human creation; to love them was to love human mastery of animal 
nature.10

Thus loving a dog began to be seen as an intrinsic good, with such love 
thought of as evidence of a caring, kind, humane soul. The emergence 
of associations for the protection of animals in Britain and the United 
States and the development of the Audubon Society into a full-fledged po-
litical organization joined the emergence of pet ownership for the middle 
class as examples of the proper concern for the natural and the care of the 
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dumb: such concern, it was thought, elevated the humans who acted ap-
propriately.11 People who care about animals and nature, those who tran-
scend their narrow self-interests in the service of the beasts who cannot 
even speak, such people were understood to be finer than those whose 
concerns are solely for themselves.

Much of this perspective remains in contemporary society, of course. 
There is even a commonly understood correlation between the treatment 
of pets and the treatment of other humans. For example, the skills and 
patience required for the proper training of a dog is popularly thought to 
be partially analogous to the skills and patience needed to raise a child. 
Caring for a dog is commonly seen by young couples as preparation for 
children; men walking puppies are hoped to be (or themselves hope to 
be seen as) prime candidates for fatherhood; people whose dogs are well 
behaved are assumed to also properly discipline their children. Often, 
too, the companionship offered by a dog is understood as a credible re-
placement for the departure of grown offspring. In all these cases, the dog 
functions as an ersatz human in the sense of an object of care giving: a 
repository for affection, guardianship, and love.

However, the love that people give to their dogs is not universally ad-
mired. While there are few who deny that this emotion is experienced as 
“love,” such love is often denigrated as an inferior imitation of true human 
emotion. Even some of the great defenders of animals suspect that such af-
fection can border on the pathological. Konrad Lorenz, for example, held 
that a person “who, disappointed and embittered by human failings, de-
nies his love to mankind in order to transfer it to a dog or a cat, is definitely 
committing a grave sin, social sodomy so to speak, which is as disgusting 
as the sexual kind.”12

Even those whose antipathy does not run quite as deep as Lorenz’s may 
still feel grave misgivings about allowing the love of pets a status equal to 
“true” love. In response to those who would judge the love one feels for a 
dog as a humanizing experience, Andrew Sullivan argues that such a re-
lationship “is an inferior one, because dogs offer unconditional fidelity . . .  
and thus offer a much easier and less virtuous relationship than difficult 
humans.”13 That is, because of the unrestricted nature of a dog’s affection, 
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it need not be earned in the same way as a human being’s, and therefore 
lacks the arduous (and therefore superior civic?) negotiations that mark 
interhuman compassion. Needless to say, Sullivan ignores whatever simi-
larities this may have to a parent-child relationship or to other relation-
ships marked by unequal power or sentiment differentials.

Even within less stringent criticism, a tenuous suspicion remains that 
the emotional affinity between humans and dogs does not measure up 
to the standards of true love, that the term itself connotes an intensity of 
emotion that might better be termed “affection,” “attachment,” or “fond-
ness.” But the emphatic term “love” is, I believe, unavoidable. The energy, 
attention, and sacrifice that people give to their pets bespeak a far stronger 
affiliation than the other terms imply. In addition, that people themselves 
choose this term is telling; not only is the iconic phrase that serves as a 
title for this chapter familiar to all, but children and adults alike usually 
overtly profess love when speaking of their dogs. Finally, I can think of 
no other term which makes sense of the intensity of these relationships. 
People who claim to love their children or spouses or parents are trusted 
to best understand their own feelings; why deny this to other equally felt 
claims? The emotion that people have for their dogs should be called by 
no other name.

And so the love of dogs ends up in a tenuous spot in contemporary 
American society: known as vital to many human lives, sacralized for 
some, dismissed by others, cheered by the culture at large (witness the 
sales of Elizabeth Marshall Thomas’s The Hidden Life of Dogs),14 roundly 
derided by the culture at large (witness the standard filler newspaper ar-
ticle snickering at the new dog-oriented store, trend, or drug), while —  
above all — the affections for these animals in our midst endures. Fully as-
sessing what to make of humans’ love of dogs seems virtually impossible, 
but one thing is clear: dogs are loved.

political subjects

Rather than speaking of dogs specifically as pets (though the subject will 
return), let us turn to the human side of the equation. Political philosophy, 
in investigating the creation and legitimacy of power, must necessarily 
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address relationships between human beings. Political philosophers in-
tend to ascertain the moral and logical underpinnings of these kinds of 
problematic questions: what, actually, are the political connections that 
people owe to one another, and what are the limits to these connections? 
So in this section I also turn to two fields related to (some would argue 
subsumed by) political philosophy: ethics and animal rights. The first re-
states the fact of human attention to dogs as a moral question: ought peo-
ple treat dogs better than people? The second asks a similar but slightly 
different question: ought nonhumans have moral and legal standing? But, 
ultimately, the answers that these approaches give are unsatisfactory, for 
the answer in both cases (though there may well be one, or many) does 
not necessarily resolve anything.	

Michael Oakeshott took the problematic nature of political thought 
seriously, positing a fundamental rupture within its very essence. In his 
essay “A Philosophy of Politics,” Oakeshott notes that political philosophy 
“must be a reasoned and coherent body of concepts,” that its very exis-
tence as philosophy is dependent on its claims to logic and rationality.15 
On the other hand, he notes that political philosophy has another stan-
dard to meet: that of conforming “to the so-called ‘facts of political life,’ ” 
those empirical aspects of human reality that are, after all, the object of 
its inquiry.16 For Oakeshott, these two charges will often be in conflict, 
splitting political philosophy against itself; when this happens, he argues, 
the responsibility of political philosophy is ultimately to the latter. Unlike 
pure philosophy, which is not bound by relevance or tangibility, any ad-
equate theorizing about politics must primarily be about the lived, human 
experiences of the political realm.

To follow Oakeshott here, then, in trying to understand the ethical and 
political constitution of people, it is more important to attend to how they 
behave than how they think they should behave (or, especially, how theo-
rists argue they should think and then behave).17 One of the implications 
to be examined in the following pages is that such behaviors are not neces-
sarily logically integrated and causally ordered by the political actor. This 
is not to say that they are necessarily oppositional: many people would not 
see support of their pets as contrary to the safeguarding of human life. But 
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their actual comportment shows that they may often choose the former 
and disregard the latter.

Yet many, if not most, political theorists continue to treat the function 
of philosophy as though a politically responsible and ethically coherent 
conscience follows a careful pattern, first creating a hierarchy of ethical 
commitments, then correlating those to possible behaviors, and finally 
acting appropriately. What becomes apparent from a range of them is the 
overwhelming degree to which this logical causality is presupposed. From 
basic economistic theories to complex ethical systems, this presumption 
underlies virtually all conceptions of how logic, evaluation, politics, and 
ethics work together.

Of course human actions and attachments fail to follow these sorts of 
logics. To return to the example with which this chapter began, people 
are not unaware that the time, money, and energy that they spend on their 
dogs could make life better, or even possible, for human beings somewhere 
in the world. Nor is it the case that they hold an abstract conception that 
dogs are more deserving of concern and comfort than humans, as though 
they only need the truth of morality to be spelled out for them to behave 
in a properly principled manner. Even with this knowledge, they commit 
time and resources to nonhuman animals, overriding their supposed ob-
ligation to the human race. If indeed universalized ethical commitments 
were the absolute determinants of human behavior, such people would 
be committing grave errors of omission, and would readily change their 
behaviors once the proper ethical course was pointed out to them.

Political theory, by Oakeshott’s standards, should be concerned with 
people’s actual choices rather than those a philosopher thinks they ought 
to make. And yet, for all the practical criticisms of ethical philosophy 
from a political standpoint, most of these critics methodically, even 
painstakingly, construct the same instrumentalist conceptions of rea-
son and action. These include, but are not limited to, liberalism (such 
as that of John Rawls), utilitarianism (as presented by Richard Brandt), 
and libertarianism (as propounded by Robert Nozick).18 In each of these 
cases, the philosophical construction of the ethical system is logically 
sound, more or less, and yet leads to conclusions that, while analytically 
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following from the premises asserted, are profoundly antithetical to the 
everyday ethical standards of virtually all people. Admittedly, it is in-
tellectually interesting to conclude, as Rawls does, that the principle of 
“desert” (e.g., whether people get the incomes they deserve or the pun-
ishments they deserve) should have no place in politics, or to conclude 
with utilitarians that it is logical that “our duty to our own children is not 
fundamentally different from our duty to all children,” but such stances 
directly conflict with political and ethical life as understood by the vast 
majority of people.19

In fact, political philosophies qua philosophies assume that the analyti-
cal aspect of the “reasoned and coherent body of concepts,” in Oakeshott’s 
words, are more important than the experiential disconnects between 
those concepts: that syllogism trumps reality. Indeed, as Michael Smith 
has convincingly shown, even when people make certain moral judg-
ments, such judgments do not necessarily motivate such people to act in 
accordance with them.20 For example, even if one strongly believes that 
humans are more important to protect than are dogs, one may not neces-
sarily act that way. That someone thinks (or even argues) for a certain be-
havior’s rightness has no essential correlation with that person’s actions.

G. E. Moore, noting this distinction, argues that logic therefore has 
nothing whatsoever to do with moral actions; for Moore, logic is best left 
solely as an academic puzzle. In response, Mary Midgley has shown that 
Moore was wrong, at least within everyday life: people can and do use ra-
tionality to change their emotional states.21 But the fact that they can do so 
(and actually sometimes do so) does not mean they must do so, nor even 
that they do so often; and without such a normative directive, each of the 
forms of political philosophy noted above fails. Bernard Williams attacks 
the notion of ethical behavior as categorical — that is, he does not think 
that philosophical considerations can (or should) lead to the conclusive 
governance of behavior. The fact that historical and societal conditions 
authorize certain ethical outlooks above others provokes skepticism, ad-
mittedly, but it is “a skepticism that is more about philosophy than it is 
about ethics.”22 If, as Williams holds, the rationalistic standpoint of phi-
losophy and the lived experiences of ethics are not necessarily commen-
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surate, then there appears to be an inherent problem in the common and 
academic view that logic underlies ethical contention.

A brief reiteration of a certain aspect of a well-known animal rights de-
bate can highlight this problem. Peter Singer, among others, has pointed 
out that the grounds for any specific claim to rights based on a specific 
attribute of humanity are intrinsically problematic; there is no specific 
quality such as intelligence, language, or self-awareness which is felt by 
all humans (including newborns, those with mental impairments, and 
the terminally ill: what have become known in animal-rights discourse 
as “marginal cases”) and which is not in some way exceeded by some ani-
mals.23 Since it thus follows that humanity as a whole is not a privileged 
category, Singer concludes, humans owe some degree of consideration to 
nonhuman animal existence. Some theorists who disagree with Singer 
point out that such a position could justify the breeding of humans with 
brain capacity adequate only for minimal bodily functioning; under 
Singer’s view, they argue, there could be no ethical opposition to the sale 
of the meat and organs resulting from this breeding. That we find repel-
lent the eating of human flesh, even from mentally defective humans, they 
argue, logically compels us to privilege all forms of humanity over the 
nonhuman.24

This is, of course, a highly simplified version of this debate, but it will 
suffice here for my concerns. For I am less interested in which side has a 
legitimate argument (both seem to) or the conclusions each draws (both 
seem drastic and counterintuitive) than I am in examining the use of phil-
osophical deduction in each. The role of logic for either viewpoint, and a 
host of others in this debate, is seen as the absolute condition upon which 
concrete public and personal decisions must be made. Both sides under-
stand epistemology as fundamental to ethical behavior: you believe X, of 
course, and as Y follows logically from X, you therefore must believe Y. 
Though you think you believe Z, it is shown that Z is incompatible with Y, 
and therefore you do not, cannot, truly believe Z. Plugged into these syllo-
gisms are various claims about animal rights, human morality, and infant 
justice, but the causal nature of the logical argument is simply assumed.

Some in political philosophy have tried to avoid this dominance by 
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displacing or at least reapportioning the station of logic in human judg-
ments and evaluations. Jürgen Habermas, for example, dismisses the no-
tion of humans as discrete, unencumbered political and social beings; 
instead, he privileges intersubjectivity in his theory of communicative 
action.25 In doing so, he places human relations, not abstraction, as the 
central constituent of existence. The reasons he does this, and the criti-
cisms of those reasons, are well known. Most profoundly, Habermas hu-
manizes ethics and politics by emphasizing the personal interactions that 
can make up communities, norms, and standards. And yet this solution 
does not solve the ethical conundrum of the money spent on veterinary 
medicine any more than does the formulation of a transcendental ethics, 
for Habermas’s intersubjectivity is always and necessarily human; there 
can be no intersubjectivity unless there is a basic recognition of the self in 
the other. “Subjects,” he argues, “who reciprocally recognize each other 
as such, must consider each other as identical [as subjects]; they must at 
all times subsume themselves and the other under the same category.”26 
Without the primacy of the subject (that is, without the category of the 
human that supersedes all other claims), intersubjectivity lacks the abil-
ity to stake a moral claim on people. This arises, in part, from the domi-
nance of universalism in his thought, as well as that of his followers such 
as Seyla Benhabib.27 For by making all subjectivity equally applicable to 
all humans, he and they must in turn profoundly differentiate the human 
from the nonhuman.

Can any philosophies, then, help make sense of this question of dogs? 
There are two twentieth-century strains of philosophical thought that 
encourage an escape from these limitations.28 Not coincidentally, both of 
these trajectories move away from analytic deduction and toward expe-
riential location.

The first, the loosely associated classification of “existentialism,” under-
stands the subject as grounded not in its self-identity but in the conditions 
of its existence. For this approach, the relationships within life provide the 
ultimate formulations and adjudications of meaning, truth, and ethics. 
In the thought of Karl Jaspers, for example, “the ‘thrown’ or irreducibly 
situated character or our being-in-the-world and our being-with-others 
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is the guarantee of, rather than the obstacle to, our existential freedom.”29 
Selves, always in relation to others, are created by (and themselves cre-
ate) significance from acts of care and consideration. Heidegger situates 
care at the center of his philosophy. In Being and Time, he posits “care” as 
the “formal existential totality of Dasein’s ontological structural whole.”30 
Jean-Paul Sartre, in emphasizing the ethical implications of such an orien-
tation, concludes that our own freedom is possible only with our struggle 
for widespread human freedoms.31 And Arendt finds the very “condition” 
of humanity in its activities with the world: work, labor, and action.32

The existentialist’s concept of existence, however, remains firmly wed-
ded to the human. For each of these authors, the character of the world, 
however it situates and is in turn situated by human existence, is impor-
tant exactly insofar as it relates to human existence. Human relations, 
after all, are the subject at hand. And to that point each privileges the in-
terhuman interaction over the “thingness” of the nonhuman.33 Martha 
Nussbaum, who goes even further in recognizing the centrality of love 
in the constitution of identity in connections, still must rely on the final 
word in the following quotation: “Love is not a state or function of the 
solitary person, but a complex way of being, feeling, and interacting with 
another person.”34 The existential focus upon the located nature of being 
does allow for love’s central place in ethical outlooks, but limits the recog-
nition of being to other humans.

The second group of philosophers who have profoundly challenged 
the limitations of universalist subjectivity — and those who have come 
closest to the question at hand — have been feminist theorists, especially 
those from the strain of feminism influenced by Carol Gilligan’s and Nel 
Noddings’s “ethic of care.”35 Like existentialism, such philosophies begin 
from the epistemological assumption that the located nature of subjectiv-
ity is primary to human existence, but add that such located natures are 
realized more completely (at least in most instances in Western societies) 
within the experience of women and girls, especially the giving and re-
ceiving of nurturance.36 Gilligan, for example, contends that when people 
are identified primarily in terms of “self-discovery and self-recognition,” 
“the language of relationships is drained of attachment, intimacy, and en-
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gagement.”37 When the concepts of care and attachment are seen as fun-
damental, instead, humans become communal creatures, reliant on trust 
and connection above autonomy and self-interest.

Such an approach is not specifically antirationalist (at least not usually); 
in large part, it is the opposition between reason and emotion that is being 
critiqued.38 That reason excludes emotion, that its most ardent defenders 
see emotional connection as threatening the very basis of rationality, has 
historically eliminated these emotional qualities from the ambit of phi-
losophy.39 Instead of conceiving of analytic rigor and universalized moral 
rules as the goal of philosophy and ethics, these critics argue, we need 
to discover and discuss how “commitments occupy a deeper stratum of 
our moral psychology than do moral obligations.”40 Nor is the ability and 
consideration of care necessarily determined by gender. Joan Tronto ex-
plicitly decouples any essential link, noting that even though the majority 
of caring values are associated with “the feminine,” caring can include a 
wide, diverse range of practices.41

Yet, similar to Habermasian communicability and the varieties of ex-
istentialism, humans remain the objects of virtually all renditions of care 
ethics: family members provide the archetypal examples, followed closely 
by friends and group members.42 Taking other, nonhuman forms of care 
into account is rare.43 One exception is notable, both for taking pet re-
lations into ethical account and for its subtlety. Chris Cuomo and Lori 
Gruen overtly theorize human relations with “companion animals” and 
parallel many of this chapter’s themes by arguing that friendship is often 
an essential component of these relationships, and that moral and political 
traditions ignore and deny the reality of those friendships.44 They argue 
that by attending to such relationships, feminists can see the similarities 
between oppressive gender binary relationships and oppressive species bi-
nary relationships.45 Ultimately, their goal is to overcome “moral distance” 
by recognizing the correspondence between the animals we love and the 
animals we eat: that we can “learn to see nonhumans as beings that de-
serve our moral perceptions, . . . shift from viewing them as background or 
mere food to seeing them as enablers of our own abilities to bridge moral 
distance, to cross boundaries, and to expand our moral orientation.”46
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In other words, even those who are most interested in theorizing the 
relationships between humans and animals continue to seek logical les-
sons from those relationships, and to apply those lessons in particularly 
normative, even obligatory, ways. If we do indeed love our pets, to con-
tinue this example, we must stop eating animals which are essentially 
similar to them.47 That is, we are obligated to these experiential under-
standings and logically extrapolate them to the larger world. Even when 
specifically about care of animals and the environment, the implications 
of such outlooks are judged insofar as they fit a generalizable necessary 
change. Certainly to do so is admirable and no doubt ethical. But what 
becomes of such an argument if its logic fails to command obeisance in 
human behavior, if people can and do love certain animals and eat others 
simultaneously?

dogs, animals, humans

There seem to be two primary responses to the dilemma with which 
we began, the insufficiency of which these specifically philosophical ap-
proaches illuminate. The first (call it the “humanist” critique) is to exco-
riate the dog owner for misunderstanding how a personal allocation of 
resources in favor of a dog’s health betrays responsibility to other human 
beings. Choosing a dog’s veterinary care over human life, it is claimed, 
equals failing to fulfill necessary political and ethical responsibilities. The 
second (the “animal rights” critique) extrapolates from the responsibility 
felt by the pet owner to a sense of responsibility to animals in general, or 
at least to animals of comparable cognitive status. That one can recognize 
the worth of a dog means that one must therefore also recognize the value 
of the animals constantly slaughtered for no higher purpose than culinary 
pleasure.

What both of these approaches share, as I have argued, is the erroneous 
presumption that abstract categorical expressions of ethical responsibil-
ity must predominate over personal and quotidian emotional existence. 
Or, to put it more simply, that logic trumps love. When Singer or Tom 
Regan hypothesizes conflicts between animal life and human life, even 
these militant defenders of animals argue that, philosophically, human 
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life must take priority. In this they agree with those who dismiss the pos-
sibility of animal rights.48 And yet as our veterinary example shows, this is 
not necessarily the case; people may well choose their pets’ lives over the 
lives of distant and unfamiliar humans.

It may well be, logically, that those who eat meat should indeed have no 
compunctions about eating dogs, even their own dogs. Of course, such an 
argument will prove attractive only to those whose affinity for logic ex-
ceeds their affinity for dogs. Those whose love of pets is genuine and fer-
vent may well recognize the logic of one or more of these arguments while 
continuing to love their dogs, eating meat, and showing relative indiffer-
ence to abstract humans (and, not irrelevantly, showing even more indif-
ference to the other animals killed to make dog food). How can we — as 
writers, as readers, as political theorists — make sense of these logical dis-
connections? The final pages of this chapter attempt to uncover how such 
love can coexist with humanity (and humane-ity); what is it about the love 
of animals, in other words, that can transcend both the rigors of logic and 
the demands of the vast majority of political and ethical philosophers?

One way to begin to answer this question is to note the attitudinal dif-
ferences toward dogs that are pets and dogs in general. The tenor of af-
fection toward a particular animal is far more intense than it is toward 
a generalized category of animals. The specific connection between an 
owner and a pet can be so intense that it overwhelms linguistic and spa-
tial boundaries. The ethnographers Arnold Arluke and Clinton Sanders, 
for example, have studied the ways in which different sets of humans re
inforce or break down the divide between humans and animals.49 One set 
may reaffirm it (e.g., animal researchers) while others see it in necessary 
but problematic ways (e.g., shelter workers). Arluke and Sanders note how 
pet owners often transgress this division, for example, when deciphering 
symptoms to veterinarians. These elisions of the distance between pet 
and owner can be subtle, as in explanations of a pet’s moods (“She’s upset 
that we have a new baby”), or blatant, as when the dynamic between them 
is spoken for dyadically (“We aren’t feeling well today), or even transpos-
ing speakership from the human to the dog (“Oh, Doctor, are you going 
to give me a shot?”).50
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On the other hand, it would be misleading to assume the likelihood of 
a similar connection with distant or previously unknown animals. People 
virtually never feel that dogs in general are equal to humans. There is an 
important and popular endorsement of the distance between dogs gener-
ally and particular pets. Many people support the efforts of animal shel-
ters to decrease the numbers of feral dogs by euthanizing (that is, killing) 
them; few would support similar treatment of homeless and impoverished 
humans.51 Not that they want their particular pets killed, but they do re-
gard a (random, unowned) dog’s life as inferior to that of a (random, un-
connected) human being.

Of course, these conceptions are not totally separate; dogs as pets and 
dogs as animals bleed into one another. For many, dogs have a semisacred 
position below humans but above most other animals. Contemporary re-
luctance to recognize dog flesh as meat exemplifies this. This ambiguous 
stature has been in place for many years: witness Captain James Cook’s 
reluctance to eat dog when it was offered to him by Tahitians (though, af-
ter consuming it, he was gracious enough to allow that the taste of  “South 
Sea dog was next to an English Lamb”).52 Thus the European prohibi-
tion against dog eating in the eighteenth century was not a full-blown 
tabu, but merely a common presumption. In the contemporary United 
States, however, this status is most clearly seen when it is violated. When 
a Hmong immigrant sacrifices a puppy to save his wife from evil spirits in 
Southern California, he is arrested for felony charges of animal cruelty.53 
Greyhounds may be used for racing (and killed when they are no longer 
serviceable) but this practice is under increasing pressure, outlawed by 
populations untroubled by horseracing.54

These examples point to a curious aspect of dog love: its particularity. 
To outlaw their consumption or their racing is to treat dogs as a class dif-
ferent from other animals. Clearly, a kind of generalization of the category 
“dog” as different from, say, “pig” has occurred in American culture. But 
dogs are not usually loved in general; in the veterinary example beginning 
this discussion, it is the specificity of a particular dog that is loved. And yet 
that specificity leads to general implications which outstrip the specific 
example: dogs exist not only as individual beings, but as a classificatory 
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category. One does not need to describe why one loves one’s dog; that it is 
one’s dog is enough.

The specific relations of dogs to humans also complicate the political 
nature of their social position. As pets, as owned animals, they are neces-
sarily in a servile position within a household. A “natural” order of domi-
nation is always at play in the relationships between humans and dogs. 
There is clearly an imbalance of power inherent in pet ownership; that 
one party controls access to food, the timing of exercise, and the propri-
ety of play (both temporally and spatially) bespeaks a clear domination. 
Indeed, the language of control seems troublesome for many who want 
to exalt the relationship between people and pets. Such exaltation often 
results in the rhetorical reversal of ownership, recourse to terminology 
such as “companion animals” and “guardians,” and the understanding of 
pets as mystic and transcendental.55

Many have been happy to connect the imbalance of power between 
canines and humans with other, equally “natural” forms of authority be-
tween humans. Racial and gender analogies are less common than they 
used to be fortunately, but there are still plenty of commentators who 
draw similarly fatuous parallels: “the dog clearly flourishes in a regime 
in which he is ‘dominated’ — kept in order, like children in school, which 
many psychologists as well as teachers and the children themselves will 
explain they prefer: they want to be controlled.”56 Such a justificatory 
theory premises far too much about both children and dogs. But without 
entering the territory of exculpation of dominance, we can indeed note its 
presence in pet ownership.

Thus one way, albeit a dangerous one, to think about the role of domi-
nance in pet keeping is to recognize the possibility, variety, and validity 
of love within and throughout severe imbalances of power. That such a 
conception of love is politically troublesome does not mean that it has 
no legitimacy in human’s lives (it clearly does) nor that those ethical 
and philosophical systems that want to exclude such a relationship from 
the proper channels of meaningful relationships are right to do so (they  
are not).

The questions of whether or not the human domination of dogs is “nat-
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ural” or “right” or “necessary” are not the ones that are so threatening for 
traditional philosophy; the language of ethics and political subjectivity 
are designed for precisely these kinds of questions. Perhaps, as against the 
liberal traditions which underlie contemporary Western politics, equality 
in most respects may be neither possible nor optimal. Liberalism famously 
particularizes citizenship to a strange, socially disembedded, competent, 
and rational adult (who is also usually presumed to be white, male, au
tochthonic, and educated). The ideals of republicanism, similarly, pre-
sume nondomination as a central goal of governance and politics.57 What 
makes the humanist and the animal rights approaches seem to be the only 
traditional answers to the veterinary dilemma is the unwillingness for 
philosophy to recognize the emotional connections between humans and 
their pets. That such strong connections exist across the registers of pow-
erful and vulnerable, human and nonhuman, is troublesome not merely 
for the role of domination in these relationships, but for the ways in which 
they put the very idea of a privileged human subjectivity into question.

Clearly the humanist position rejects the strength of these connections, 
dismissing them as sentimental or even anthropomorphism. But what is 
surprising, and indicative of the stakes involved in such a discussion, is 
the extent to which the animal rights approach dismisses it as well. Peter 
Singer, for example, disclaims any interest in love. He goes so far as to 
state that he does not love animals, that his arguments for animal rights 
rest entirely upon reason, which is “more universal and more compelling 
in its appeal.”58 Love for an animal, in other words, is not reasonable in 
that it cannot command obeisance to its conclusions in the way that (he 
assumes) rationality does. This is not to say that Singer does not love ani-
mals (or that he does not hate them), but that he finds such emotive regis-
ters irrelevant to ethical arguments and, hence, to ethics.

The idea that caring for an animal can so strongly affect humans (even 
those humans who are philosophers) intrudes upon the primacy of reason, 
and thus on humans as reasoning beings. The moment when Nietzsche 
throws up his arms about a horse being viciously beaten and starts to cry, 
it is commonly believed, is the beginning of his descent into madness. 
Peter Singer thinks he knows that logic, not love, compels people to act 
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and to sacrifice. Deprived of its coercive force, logic would be something 
else, something less powerful, something that would not demand action. 
People may recognize logical specifications and yet still make choices that 
slight those specifications; this common practice has long been the bug-
bear of normatively inclined philosophy.

Additionally, recognizing that animals may take preference over hu-
mans at certain times also profoundly disturbs the centrality of mutu-
ality in the presumed conceptions of political subjects. For the essential 
tenet of liberal politics (as well as virtually all antiliberal politics) is the 
primacy of the citizen. Those marginal to the status of citizen provide the 
grounds of debate over issues of equality, rights, and political participa-
tion, for example, past questions about women and slaves and contempo-
rary questions regarding minors and the imprisoned. Yet these debates 
concern the boundaries between the human and the citizen. How much 
more dramatic are the debates over the boundaries of the human?

The problem common to these approaches is simple: all presume that 
logic drives action and ethics, that ethical and political theories should 
strive above all for analytic internal coherence. If philosophy, even (or 
especially) ethical and political philosophy, provides little help in answer-
ing this question, then other types of writing may prove more useful. An 
easy reversal, however, will not do; merely assuming that dogs are equal 
to people would not help understand people’s political commitments and 
behaviors either. The spoony narratives of pet owners, for example those 
who refuse to speak of their “ownership” of animals or who look to their 
pets for spiritual guidance, are just as amblyopic as those who deny the 
love of animals entirely.59 Instead, I turn to the novel, specifically a novel 
which dramatizes the connective, even redemptive, powers of dog love.

When J. M. Coetzee’s novel Disgrace begins, the protagonist, David 
Lurie, is a university professor incapable of love; by its end he is an un
employed volunteer at an animal shelter whose main responsibility is the 
disposal of dog’s bodies.60 In the pages between, he undergoes humilia-
tion, assault, incomprehension, and ultimately a kind of rebirth. Coetzee, 
a novelist for whom relationships between humans and animals are cen-
tral moral concerns, places his protagonist in the metaphorical position 
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of a dog in his world, a location from which he can learn what it means 
to love.

Lurie sees himself as a clear-thinking, righteous, and self-contained 
human; occasionally bewildered by his urges, it is true, but with a cat-
egorized understanding of the order of the world and an articulate moral 
outlook. He is, in other words, a fully rational being. And he is not prone 
to transformation: in the beginning pages of the novel, he is convinced 
that his personality is “not going to change; he is too old for that,” his 
“temperament is fixed, set” (2).

It is not until his world has ceased to make sense to him on his terms 
that he begins to realize the tenuousness of his identity and existence 
(at the same time, not coincidentally, as the “rise of lawlessness” in post-
Apartheid South Africa). Dismissed from his job for seducing an under-
graduate, Lurie goes to live with his estranged daughter Lucy in the prov-
inces, where both of them are attacked by unknown local men. Lucy is 
raped and impregnated. His rationality has led him to a position where he 
no longer comprehends his daughter, his neighbors, humanity, or himself, 
where his disgrace is complete: “I am living it out from day to day, trying 
to accept disgrace as my state of being” (172).

Coetzee repeatedly draws parallels between this disgrace and the lives of 
dogs. Canines are not privileged here; Lurie and Lucy are forced to recog-
nize that their state of disgrace is not a redemption. Before they are attacked, 
Lurie likens being controlled by desire to the situation of a dog, a dog which 
“might have preferred being shot” (90). By the novel’s end, as Lucy puts it, 
they must learn to live with “nothing. No cards, no weapons, no property, no 
rights, no dignity.” To which Lurie replies, “Like a dog” (205).

But Lurie becomes involved with exactly such animals, dogs in an ani-
mal shelter where he volunteers to help put them to death. The dogs for 
which Lurie ends up caring (in all the complexity of that term) are not 
exactly alive, but neither are they dead. Within his life, the pragmatic pur-
pose of dogs has proven ineffective. The guard dogs which are meant to 
protect him and his daughter have failed. Working at Animal Welfare, 
however, he discovers a need to care for the dogs being killed; not to keep 
them from death, but to make their last moments as pleasant as possible 
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and to care for their bodies beyond what is necessary. Rather than merely 
leaving the animals at the dump, for example, Lurie incinerates the bodies 
himself. “He may not be their savior,” Coetzee writes, “but he is prepared 
to take care of them once they are unable, utterly unable, to take care of 
themselves” (146).

It is precisely the particularity of the dogs that Lurie begins to notice and 
care for. He considers himself an antisentimentalist, and the novel is far 
from a sentimental one, but this caretaking becomes central to his mean-
ing, to his identity. If Lurie is to be saved, Coetzee implies, it is not through 
grand gestures or even art; it is, instead, through the tending of others, non-
human others.61 Emotionally, Coetzee has crossed what Ian Hacking calls 
the “species boundary,” where he has become attuned to the possibilities of 
“sympathy between some people and at least some animals.”62 By the end 
of the novel, this is all the choleric, superior, and self-centered protagonist 
has learned, and yet it may be enough: “He has learned by now . . . to con-
centrate all his attention on the animal they are killing, giving it what he no 
longer has difficulty in calling by its proper name: love” (219).

In Coetzee’s work, dogs are both the debasement and the expiation, at 
least in this final possibility of love. In these cases, dogs are neither po-
litical actors nor subjects of politics. They are, instead, actants: nodes of 
love where the intersections of love, intensity, proximity, belonging, and 
interspecies relationships interwork one another.63 But is it only the love 
of dogs which upends the presumptions of human centrality? How far 
does our recognition extend? What if, in other words, these attitudes are 
not limited to our affection for dogs? Perhaps they extend to things that 
seem even more distant from humans than dogs, not merely those species 
with whom we share our homes, but also those with which we share other 
things: attitudes, appetites, even space. Might we, following Christopher 
Stone’s groundbreaking legal work, even need to ask if trees and other 
natural objects should have legal standing, if political recognition should 
transcend humans and human constructs?64 That we give legal recogni-
tion to human abstractions such as states and corporations shows that 
absolute individual humanity is not a necessary prerequisite for political, 
legal, and ethical status, he argues. So what prevents the recognition of 
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other entities which can be equally important, both to humans and in 
their own right?

Moreover, it is easy to doubt that such emotional connections are lim-
ited to organic, living beings. Some theorists of animal rights have drawn 
critical parallels with the human interest in cars: cars are certainly valued 
by their owners, who may well value the qualities of some cars more than 
others.65 As troubling as the line between our selves and our dogs, then, is 
the line between our selves and our things. Fanciful as it may seem, how-
ever, the idea of constitutive and identity-related political theories about 
things is not inconceivable. Timothy Kaufman-Osbourne, for example, 
has investigated the ways in which objects at specific historical and cul-
tural times actively gender those who “use” them.66 To see politics in the 
use of a tire iron or the wielding of an eggbeater in mid-twentieth-century 
American suburbia is indispensable to feminist theories of power. Simi-
larly, Jane Bennett has explored the politics of what she calls “enchanted 
objects,” those material things in quotidian life which literally embody 
promises of transformation and dynamism.67 Bruno Latour has explicated 
the means by which even the things we care virtually nothing about, such 
as a doorstop, are themselves part of our social beings; they can even be 
said to have their own sociology through their literal transformation of 
political geography and attachment.68 And all three of these theorists are 
indebted to Donna Haraway’s conception of the human body as already 
a cyborgian organism.69

If, then, it is the very surroundings of humanity that makes up human-
ity, why pay any special attention to dogs at all? Why, in other words, not 
pay equal attention to all things that envelop us as political actors? I do not 
doubt that one could, though to do so would seem even more outrageous 
than to recognize dogs as such. But humans and many dogs continue to 
share one trait that is central to this discussion, a diffuse, difficult-to-
comprehend thing, to be sure, but one that goes by a single name: love. It 
is love, Coetzee’s protagonist recognizes, that allows him to overcome his 
distance from a world around him that he no longer recognizes. And it is 
love that convinces a pet owner that the pet should be cared for, even at 
great expense, even at the expense of another human.
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What, then, does attention to the love of dogs provide political theory? 
Certainly the attention to familial relations in this book does more than 
merely plead that love needs to play a serious role in political theory. Ex-
ploring the reality of these relationships brings up three more interesting 
approaches. First, it brings into focus certain complexities within political 
connections: the unacknowledged possibilities of relations between hu-
mans and animals, the unattributed importance of particularity in ethical 
commitments, and the underappreciated effects of distance and proximity 
in relations. Intersubjective relationships, even those of an ethical and po-
litical nature, are not limited to those between humans, nor can the speci-
ficity of the object of love (the importance of one actual dog as opposed 
to another) be ignored. Second, it encourages the uncommon recognition 
that the political implications of imbalance and inequality, even incom-
mensurability, are not necessarily pernicious. The complex history and 
specificity of the role of dogs within Anglo-American culture shows that 
compassion and community can and do coexist with control and dispar-
ity. Finally, it can help to overcome the naïve assumption that political and 
ethical philosophy’s relationship to behavior should be normative, that 
excellence in logical composition has direct compulsory results. People’s 
love of dogs does not necessitate them, or anyone else, to stop eating other 
animals, to give dogs equal legal and civic protections, or to place the suf-
fering of distant, unknown humans above their pet’s needs and pleasures. 
To treat reason as coercive is as absurd as treating it as irrelevant.

These are not claims that the political overcoming of distance is impos-
sible, even of the “moral distances” described by Chris Cuomo and Lori 
Gruen. Nor should indifference be embraced, especially in those cases 
which make thoughtless cruelty possible, allowing for banal evil by en-
couraging mechanized obedience. Often we do care about those who are 
radically unlike us, those whose spatial locations or ethnic affiliation or 
class status or racial identification we see as remote and of little relation 
to “us,” whoever the “us” may be. These claims instead point toward a 
recognition of the legitimacy — an embattled legitimacy but a legitimacy 
nonetheless — of the kinds of love which attach humans to animals.



Chapter 6    The Spaces of Disability

The spaces we inhabit are not inhabited equally. Differences 
in physical and mental ability result in dissimilar encoun-
ters: instructions written in English, a cobblestone street, or 
a ringing telephone cause profoundly disparate experiences 
for those generally considered “able bodied” and those con-
sidered “disabled.”1 Yet, these spaces remain the same; exclud-
ing radical solipsists, people agree that those physical objects, 
spaces, and events are held in common even while they are 
experienced differently.

Family life, when life is lived in part for others, necessitates a 
pluralization of space — the ability to experience it through the 
experiences of an other. These locations provide an exemplary 
site through which to understand the interlinked nature of 
commonality and incommensurability, particularly as encour-
aged by familial relations. (Though here I focus primarily upon 
physical disability, similar arguments could and should be 
made regarding mental and psychological disabilities — they 
too should assist in remapping the normative universalities 
we too often presume.) This exemplarity arises not from the 
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physical changes that a disability causes, nor necessarily from the changes 
in lifestyle that a disabled person undergoes, but from an abstract expan-
sion: the corporeal and conceptual pluralization of spatial experience that 
disability produces. The individuals for whom this happens are not neces-
sarily disabled themselves. Indeed, this multiplication may exist merely as 
background for those with congenital disabilities. Instead, it is predomi-
nantly found in those in the process of learning about disability, be it their 
own or others’. In other words, the focus herein is not to figure out “what to 
do” with or for disabled people, nor how society has treated or created dis-
ability, nor even how to improve conditions for those with disabilities; each 
of these projects has been (and continues to be) addressed and discussed 
and debated elsewhere. The focus instead is on how we, disabled and abled 
(or “temporarily able-bodied,” the term favored by many disability activ-
ists), can learn from the experience of disability: that our world, our space, 
operates both universally and particularly, all at the same time.

As in the previous two chapters, the aim here is not merely to show that 
interdependence and incommensurability are “already there” in our lives, 
but also to point to the ways in which we — both as thinkers and as human 
beings — can learn from those who have most deeply thought about and 
acted upon these realizations.

examining disability

Disability studies, as a field, has predominantly taken one of two forms.2 
The first, which generated the possibility of disability as a social and polit-
ical approach, strove to build common understandings between disabled 
people for intellectual and political purposes. Emerging from activist 
organizations and social justice concerns, this branch of disability stud-
ies has emphasized the overcoming of institutional impediments for the 
disabled. By highlighting the difficulties faced by people with seemingly 
dissimilar impairments, activists and scholars created the conceptual al-
liances necessary to argue for equality and to attack discrimination. In 
the United States, the Americans With Disabilities Act, which nationally 
mandated access to public and commercial space, stands as the grand 
achievement of this first approach.
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The second, which emerged more recently but now constitutes the ma-
jority of the discipline, examines the various ways in which disability is 
constructed through the social citation of normativity. A society, theorists 
of this camp argue, institutionalizes particular and dominant modes of 
transportation, sensation, and information technologies. In doing so, it 
disables those particular people who do not meet its criteria. Culture, in 
this view, privileges certain approaches, making any deviation from them 
seem extreme or even insurmountable. By positioning certain bodies as 
normative, cultural practices position other bodies as inferior, bizarre, or 
in need of supplementarity and control.

Various intellectual traditions have discovered different but over
lapping evidence for this second analysis. One method highlights histori-
cal examples where deaf or blind people or others who modern Western 
culture would consider disabled were far better integrated into their com-
munities than they would be today, one could even say “fully” integrated.3 
Another examines specific methods by which contemporary societies 
demand and inscribe norms: speech, or reading, or even climbing stairs 
are made to be the necessary preconditions for full personhood.4 A third 
looks at the ways the meanings of disabilities have been variously consti-
tuted as representative or endemic within different societies while others 
have been naturalized.5 Each of these approaches show how cultures, and 
not people, cause incapacity.6

While the particulars of disability and the politics of space in this chap-
ter do not correspond neatly with any of these traditions, it remains in-
debted to them. One commonality between these two arises from their 
coincident recognition that the social can be critically politicized through 
the transformation of our understandings. The first wants to reconfig-
ure our collective space into one which is inviting or at least functional 
for those with disabilities, the second to transform our collective under-
standing of the social to recognize the inherently oppressive nature of 
“normality.”

In both cases, interestingly, the subject of the discourse becomes not 
“the disabled body,” as it has traditionally been positioned in medical and 
remedial discourses, but “society”: how those without disabilities should 
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change (laws or presumptions) to better welcome “the disabled” (as they 
are commonly represented) into their midst. It is “others” who are ad-
dressed, who are entreated to transform, a profound distance from the 
cultural positions that accept (or even celebrate) the disabled depending 
on how well they can achieve normality. Both approaches are also “nor-
mative,” however, in the academic sense of the word: social presumptions 
and laws should be like this, not that, they say.

The purpose of this chapter tends more toward the descriptive than the 
normative. The attempt to change prevailing social attitudes, while admi-
rable, will be extensive, and if history is any indication, political philoso-
phers will be far more likely to follow than to lead. But there are those who 
go through such a shift on their own without following societal pressures, 
and discussing their experiences can provide tremendous insight. In fact, 
two groups of people do this, the first more obviously than the second: 
first, those who become disabled beyond early childhood and must learn 
their worlds anew; second, those who are the close friends and family of 
people who become or are born disabled and feel the need to figure out 
the world from their loved ones’ perspectives.

This latter group proves particularly interesting for the purposes of un-
derstanding pluralized spaces. For these people, whom I term “caregiv-
ers,” the experience of disability is real yet removed — they continue in the 
experiences and bodies to which they have become accustomed, but to be 
effective they also must imagine themselves into another’s experiences 
and body. Concentrating on caregivers, however, causes an interesting 
theoretical difficulty, for such a focus seems not to be about disability at 
all. The changes undergone by a person who loves and cares for a dis-
abled person are not physical or bodily, nor are they cultural or societal. 
They continue to live in the same bodies and the same large-scale society  
as always.

This experiential doubling implies certain philosophical dynamics. 
Those who are affected by disability without undergoing it through their 
own bodies or minds often find their relationship to the world utterly 
transformed, without concomitantly experiencing any change in their 
material, physical being. Materialism cannot explain this at all, since the 
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concrete manifestation of particular physicality does not change. Nor 
does it fit neatly with the philosophical presumptions of phenomenology: 
the “thrownness” of the world, in Heideggerian terms, does not funda-
mentally change, and yet the being-in-the-world that is thought to result 
from this thrownness is profoundly altered.7

Instead, these individuals bring disability’s aesthetic dimension to the 
forefront. If what changes is their judgment of the world, not their experi‑
ence of the world, then the category of the aesthetic makes sense of this 
shift. Aesthetics, of course, should not be seen here as “mere” aesthetics, 
but rather as “taste” in a post-Kantian sense: as a communally created yet 
individually responsive set of interpretive lenses which form the very pos-
sibilities and groundworks of judgment.

At times, the aesthetics of disability are clearly laid out, such as with the 
proliferation of “ugly laws” in nineteenth-century North American cities 
(many of which lasted well into the latter half of the twentieth), which 
criminalized the public appearance of visibly disfigured people.8 At other 
times, conceptions of normality and abnormality almost entirely obscure 
the aesthetic component, such as when the main hope for disabled peo-
ple (from strangers, from their families, and even from themselves) is to 
achieve ordinariness, to “be like everyone else.”

The aesthetics of disability become central for a variety of reasons. 
First, an aesthetic approach highlights the contingent and political na-
ture of judgments. Second, aesthetics also enact the communal and col-
lective nature of judgment, openly depending on social dynamics to reach 
collective conclusions. Finally, most people view aesthetic conclusions as 
malleable and non-ontological in nature, readily allowing for change, cri-
tique, and evolution.9 In other words, both the disabilities themselves and 
the experiences of those who care for those with disabilities are aesthetic.

experience

Especially for those who are not born with a disability or those who have 
not developed an awareness of themselves as disabled (e.g., an individual 
who finds he or she has a late-onset genetic disease), this experience is par-
ticularly pronounced: suddenly the world looks a far different place, with 
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obstacles where none had previously been. This transformation, while ba-
sically cognitive, depends on physical experience. Lived incidents under-
lie this intellectual transformation; trying to imagine various disabilities 
cannot replicate experiencing life with one.

The empirical ways that many people begin to deal with issues of physi-
cal disability illustrate these creative locations. For most, such issues are 
raised by the experiences either of their own disabilities or of those close 
to them — usually family members (though, again, the definition of family 
remains wide). Envision, therefore, the process that members of this latter 
group experience. Your wife develops diabetes, leading in time to partial 
blindness. You give birth to a deaf son. Your daughter’s doctor diagnoses 
her with multiple sclerosis. A sports accident paralyzes your sister. Your 
elderly father begins to require a scooter or a walker to move outside the 
house. Your brother has an epileptic seizure and must decide whether or 
not to give up driving.

First, you probably view this event as a tragedy: the contingency of 
the disability, the necessary arrangement or rearrangement of care, the 
profound unfairness of it while so many others continue their lives un-
scathed. And not only does this seem unfair and tragic, but the larger 
world seems inexplicably indifferent to this calamity: institutions, build-
ings, transportation, arrangements your mother depends on suddenly 
are inaccessible to her. Distances, tasks, even everyday cleaning and care 
are magnified to the point of impossibility. At times, physical space itself 
seems the enemy.

Eventually, he or she starts to adjust, however well or poorly, depending 
upon the local environment, friendship and kinship networks, and social 
and institutional responsiveness to this particular disability. New rou-
tines become established; certain pastimes remain possible; previously 
unfamiliar technologies take their place in the household; a new kind of 
life is lived. You, too, are changed: you have started to see the world dif-
ferently. Now, entering a coffee shop, you notice front steps that had been 
invisible to you before. You internally criticize the distances between bus 
stops. You realize that the local elementary school’s emergency informa-
tion system depends entirely on sound. You notice that the local library’s 
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physical layout is crowded, with no room for a wheelchair. Airports seem 
even worse.

Actually, you probably do not notice each and every one of these. What 
you attend to are those specific impediments to your loved one’s life. But 
you start noticing these barriers everywhere. Your world has been trans-
formed. It has gone from a relatively supportive, manageable system to a 
somewhat antagonistic one. Where once there was nothing, now you see 
long distances, physical obstacles, or insufficient information.

You know that this antagonism is not directed at you. Unless you are 
with your sibling, you can negotiate the subway and the supermarket just 
as well as before. The critical difference is your ability to see through eyes 
not your own while, simultaneously, you are seeing your old world. While 
living in your particular and individual spaces, you also imaginatively 
live in different ones, ones far less cooperative with your family member’s 
physical abilities.

To those who go through these experiences through their own bod-
ies, especially those with congenital or developmentally early disabilities, 
this seems unremarkable. They of course share your double vision. Even 
though she cannot see, a blind person has developed a conceptual version 
of “sight,” the sensual system that others have. A wheelchair user knows 
very well how easy it is for others to board a bus. But to you, who has un-
thinkingly assumed a normative, universal body, this pluralized physical 
world comes as a shock.

To make sense of this experience, however, one cannot simply concep-
tualize physical disability as a problem that some people have and others 
do not. The relationships described above rely on three interlinking com-
plexities, none of which are properly taken into account by the received 
wisdom that conceives of disability as identical with impairment. These 
complexities are the relations of care, the social nature of spatiality, and 
the meanings of embodiment. For each I turn to different conceptual and 
intellectual conceptions, arising from feminism (care ethics), social geog-
raphy (the particularity and historicity of space), and body politics (the 
centrality of corporealism). Each of these fields, of course, far exceeds in 
complexity what can be briefly sketched here, but each plays an important 
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role in understanding how and why our physical worlds can be so radically 
multiplied by the practice of caretaking.

caring ethics

Precisely how such a realization comes about likely depends on inter
related factors, dependent on the kind and degree of care and also on the 
personal relationship between the family member and a person who de-
sires or needs care. Those who care for a parent gradually descending into 
confusion will find a notably different set of obstacles than will the young 
parent caring for a child with myalgic encephalomyelitis. And the antago-
nisms within a sibling relationship may be exacerbated or rendered moot 
when one is diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. All may have in common a 
mix of gratitude and frustration toward medical personnel, a transformed 
outlook on government, and a new relationship to caring, but the precise 
dynamics of each will depend on myriad encounters, feelings, and prob-
lems. So what if anything can be said about care overall? Does caring in 
and of itself have a common cause or effect?

The decades-old debates emerging from the feminist discussions of 
“care ethics” may lead one to believe not. The idea of care as a set of prac-
tices and attitudes deserving of serious philosophical inquiry arose from 
an insight by Carol Gilligan and has been developed through the writings 
of Sara Ruddick, Nel Noddings, and Joan Tronto.10 Though they differ in 
certain important respects, the overall point of their contributions has 
been to emphasize how “ethics” as a philosophical subdiscipline has dele-
gitimized the everyday experiences of care. This, they convincingly argue, 
has resulted from a combination of sexism, the attractions of Kantian for-
mal logics, and a dismissal of the quotidian aspects of human (and family) 
life. Each in turn argues for a centering of care in ethical understandings, 
pointing out that most people make their largest efforts and sacrifices in 
their quotidian concerns, not in logic games concerning trains on tracks. 
Ethical resolution already surrounds us, and one need only look to those 
(usually women) who make those decisions to understand care.

For Ruddick, this example is to be found in the maternal caregiver; 
for Gilligan, in the way girls are socially formed. Whether or not women 
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come to care as a result of social pressures or natural causes (e.g., “mater-
nal instinct”) has become a central aspect of the debates over care ethics 
that have emerged within the feminist literature. But for the particular is-
sue of caretaking being asked here, concerns about foundationalism prove 
far less important than the transformational nature of caregiving, one that 
disappears and reappears in these discussions.

That transformation is, namely, the process of coming to care, the al-
teration of the self that caring entails. For these theorists, and the many 
who have followed their insights, the person one becomes though care 
generates a wide variety of new ethical outlooks. Care transforms one’s 
ethics, one’s engagements, one’s very understanding of individualism and 
community. Raising a child can make one far less supportive of military 
actions which result in death, especially if there is a risk to one’s child.11 It 
can make one particularly aware of power and authority, and force one to 
develop skills of attentiveness.12 Noddings puts it thus: “When I care . . . 
there is also a motivational shift. My motive energy flows toward the other, 
and perhaps, though not necessarily, toward his motivational ends.”13

In the experience of caring, the self is changed: not physically nor ana-
lytically, but emotionally and aesthetically. Admittedly, the vast majority 
of these discussions focus more on the good that caring does for those 
being cared for, but the dynamic and profound changes that the caregiver 
undergoes serves as a constant refrain and undercurrent. And while these 
philosophies also tend to focus on care for children rather than for sib-
lings, peers, friends, or parents, virtually all these theorists hope for an 
expansive and widely applicable notion of care.

Three other important points emerge from taking care ethics seriously. 
The first arises from the sometimes implicit, sometimes explicit assump-
tion that an inability to care, whether institutionally or personally, serves 
as a necessary precondition for evil. Hannah Arendt points to an extreme 
case: the inability of Eichmann “to think, namely, to think from the stand-
point of someone else.”14 (As Maurice Hamington has pointed out, it is 
precisely Arendt’s ability to intuitively enter Eichmann’s experience, her 
skill at imagining his inner life, that makes this insight possible.)15 This 
imaginative alterity, Arendt insightfully argues, serves as one necessary 
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precondition for ethical behavior. One must dislocate the self from its Ar-
chimedian centrality to the world before one can see what ethical behav-
ior and judgment entails.

The second point concerns the relation of care to justice. From its in-
ception, care ethics has been presented as an alternative, oppositional 
ethical outlook: feminine, instinctual, and undervalued, where justice is 
masculine, formalized, and overvalued. As a result, some feminists read 
care as an alternative way to experience relationships, others as a supe-
rior methodological approach, still others as a necessary supplement to 
“justice ethics” though insufficient on its own grounds. Even for this last, 
amalgamating point of view, care and justice are seen as intrinsically op-
positional, needing to be brought together.16

A third and final point emerges when care discourse bumps up against 
disability: the terminologies of care turn out to have negative implica-
tions. The general uses of the term “care” emphasize its unfreedom, its 
responsibility, which positions caregiving as a selfless, almost saintly prac-
tice. Popular discourse and media can allow for the possibility that care 
could have its own rewards or necessarily be part of life when it comes to 
children, but not nearly so readily when it comes to those with disabili-
ties. As Jane Stables and Fiona Smith have shown, children with disabled 
parents intensify this effect: stories of children doomed to care for their 
family members universally bemoan the destruction of an innocent child-
hood by the circumstances of disease and disability.17 Caring, in other 
words, smuggles a set of negative political connotations under cover of 
sunny optimism.

And yet these relationships can, on the other hand, become idealized 
by the very theorists who celebrate them. Though misrepresenting care 
as unending and unrewarding obligation has certain untrue and depo-
liticizing effects, so does misrepresenting it as unalloyed joy. Caretakers 
often feel frustrations, anxieties, even rages. Those being cared for also 
feel intruded upon, controlled, and delegitimized. Individuals clash in 
most circumstances when something important is at stake. What stakes 
are greater than control over a life? To ignore such passionate conflicts 
romanticizes caretaking, rendering it shallow and undemanding.
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Thus, the linguistic locale of “care” remains unsettled, in ways both pro-
vocative and troubling. The incommensurability inheres within the word 
(and the concept) itself, between the caregiver and the person cared for, 
and, in many families, between caregivers, who must make decisions for 
people incapable or unwilling to make decisions on their own. Precisely 
because of their importance, the conflicts and undecidabilities within 
care and caregiving are not only unsolvable, they proliferate new and var-
ied kinds of oppositions.

Yet, while important, these points remain conditional. One productive 
formulation of care ethics could emphasize neither the ability to care nor 
the desire to care. It could accent, instead, the transformative power of 
caring itself. The experience of caregiving in turn gives new abilities, new 
sights and sounds, new appreciations and criticisms. The locale of the self 
is no longer bound to the strictures of singularity: one becomes more than 
one, one with another’s interests, one imbricated in another. Care ethics, 
in emphasizing interaction over self-sufficiency, enables a view of the self 
as multiple and engaged.

particular space, historical space

Space itself makes up a second component of the rewriting of space high-
lighted by care for someone with a disability. In traditional discussion of 
disability and its relationship to space, constructionality (or reconstruc-
tion) serves as the common denominator: problems get identified by an 
author, and solutions are suggested to solve those problems. Be it stair-
ways and ramps, signage and sound alternatives, or bathrooms and bath-
tubs, the barriers faced by the physically disabled are authorially trans-
formed into possible solutions (and costs and benefits).

But these discussions depend upon, even reinforce, a particular concep-
tion of space, one which itself helps disable. That presupposition is that 
space is “empty,” merely a concept always waiting to be shaped into some-
thing by walls, people, objects. Things are assumed to have material real-
ity, whereas space merely responds to those things.18 Space, in this view, 
is normatively meaningless: eternal, universal, vacuous, and ahistorical.

This conception arises not from the uses of space but from a self-
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anointing vantage point. In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de  
Certeau attacks the universalist presuppositions of the “space planner ur-
banist, city planner, or cartographer.”19 These people, he argues, approach 
space as though they could be gods, seeing-all and totalizing space as fi-
nite and mapable. Their scopic drive leads them to prioritize concepts 
over practices, formulations over techniques, and organization over life. 
In their conception, cities are inert, even cadaverous; only their own om-
niscience can comprehend such space. Sentient beings must control and 
formulate empty space to make it useful.

In contrast, Certeau celebrates the “ordinary practitioners” of a city, 
who walk in, participate with, and make use-networks of the varieties of 
city space in which they live. “They are walkers,” he writes, who “make 
use of spaces that cannot be seen; their knowledge of them is as blind as 
that of lovers in each other’s arms.”20 By engaging with spaces in all their 
complexities and partialities, Certeau contends, they enunciate space: they 
make it their own, with a range of meanings, connections, and locations. 
Here and there, rather than abstractions such as north and south, specify 
and locate these walkers.

His positively charged metaphor of blindness was not accidental — he 
overtly refers to the Descartian tradition of sensory doubt, wherein vision 
misleads.21 Such nonseeing results in continual and plural meaning cre-
ation; a place here becomes linked to certain experiences and sensations, 
as well as another place there. For the city planner, not only are these asso-
ciative, sensate connections absent and even nonsensical, but the relation-
ships here and there can have with one another are limited to the adjacent.

Certeau’s overarching theme, to note how people redemocratize the 
spaces and meanings that are assumed to be fixed, has been shared by 
others. Guy Debord, for example, published a map of Paris that became 
an iconic representation for the Situationists. Unlike most maps, however, 
The Naked City is “composed of nineteen cut-out sections of a map of 
Paris . . . which are linked by directional arrows printed in red.”22 For the 
Situationists, space is partial, lived, and filled with chance. Their map sub-
verts the cartographic imperatives of totality and completion. It is “predi-
cated on a model of moving; . . . it organizes movements metaphorically 
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around psychogeographic hubs.”23 For both Certeau and Debord, only by 
emphasizing the lived and contingent natures of space can its democratic 
aspects be understood.

A tradition of Marxist and post-Marxist thought has similarly empha-
sized the historicity and politics of space, though for different reasons. 
Spatiality, theorists such as Henri Lefebvre, Edward Soja, and David 
Harvey have shown, arises from specific historical and economic trajec-
tories.24 Instead of embracing the particularity and specificity of space 
to which Certeau was attuned, these theorists (and many who followed 
them) emphasize the social forces which construct the abilities and limi-
tations space creates for people. In Lefebvre’s words: “The space that 
homogenizes thus has nothing homogenous about it. . . . It subsumes 
and unites scattered fragments or elements by force.”25 Capitalism, espe-
cially, serves as the mechanism by which certain people are forced into 
specific spaces: disallowed from some, isolated by others, mechanized 
into still more.

Using diverse methods, these analyses sometimes transcend attention 
to class to reach a variety of critical postures. Each shares a common ob-
jection to received spatiality; each critiques what Neil Smith and Cindi 
Katz called “absolute space.”26 For this generation of geographers, the idea 
of space as normatively empty hid a vast range of oppressions: not merely 
of owners over workers, but also of whites over nonwhites, men over 
women, straightness over other sexualities, even the imperial empires 
over the rest of the world.27 In these analyses, space operates to exclude or 
privilege. The distinction between public and private, the idiom of travel, 
the language and metaphor of distance, the meanings of housing, and the 
proprietorship of locale: all are structured by relations of political power 
within contemporary society. By examining the historical development 
of what counts as “absolute space,” these critics have examined how these 
forms of oppression have come to be normalized and thus invisible in our 
everyday social relations (often implicating coetaneous systems of global-
ized capitalism).28

Attention to these two understandings of spatiality — one might call the 
first “the particularization of space” and the second “the historicization of 
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space” — clarifies the theoretical possibilities of pluralized spaces. Mul-
tiple modalities of spatial experience have always been available, whether 
actual, as in Certeau’s celebrations, or closed-off, as in the post-Marxist 
critiques. Thus, the different ways that the physically disabled experience 
space and the similarly varied conceptualizations of their caregivers show 
that space has always been, and can always continue to be, both commu-
nal and plural. These experiences, more than the abstractions of urban 
planners, serve as reminders to all, disabled and temporarily able-bodied 
alike, of the potentials within space.29

embodiment

The encumbrances of physical disability result from engagements with 
spaces, as determined by the specificity of the body’s interactions. A re-
membrance of climbing a mountain by Eli Clare encourages attention to 
this dynamic. In his antinormative reclamation of abusive terminology, 
Clare describes himself as “a gimp, a crip, disabled with cerebral palsy.”30 
For Clare, the oppositional nature that space can have for a mobility-
impaired person poses both an opportunity and a threat. Opportunity 
arises from the pure pleasure of movement, of hiking for example, but this 
pleasure can too easily fall into the trap of what he calls the “Supercrip” 
narrative, the disabled person who is celebrated for performing “just as 
well as a normal person.” Access, mobility, social pressure, and concepts 
of normality all help construct his everyday experiences of space.

Clare’s climb illuminates this complexity. Hiking Mt. Adams in Mas-
sachusetts, reminded at each step how cerebral palsy limits his access, he 
interrogates his own motivations for the endeavor. Is he attempting to be 
a disabled person whose primary purpose is to achieve what passes for 
normality (even though many if not most nondisabled people actually do 
not hike mountains)? Is he enjoying the hike on its own terms, or attempt-
ing to summit the mountain for the sake of achieving it? Do the reasons he 
gives for hiking meet the standards of this particular trip?

These questions do not arise from generalized and universal bodily 
challenges of hiking (which he enjoys immensely), but from the implicit 
and particular challenges of this hike in this body on this day. The speci-
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ficity of Clare’s journey defines the meaning of the spaces through which 
he travels. The mountain, this particular negotiation of acceptance, over-
coming, purpose, and pleasure, belongs to Clare alone. In describing this 
experience, however, he raises similar questions for other bodies on other 
journeys.

It is too easily forgotten that care does not take place between ideas, 
concepts, archetypes, or ideologies, but between bodies. Our intentions 
and wills interact, cooperate, resist; our bodies do the same. Interpreta-
tions of (or engagements with) disability must account for the material 
existence of bodies. Otherwise, abstract histories and the theoretical 
conceptualization of disability risk becoming entirely abstracted from 
the people with whom they are ostensibly concerned.

This is not to imply, as the disability theorist Tobin Siebers wrongly 
does, that the human body escapes its social formulations, that it pro-
vides one “side” in opposition to theoretical thinking’s other side.31 But 
Siebers correctly diagnoses in social constructionism a reluctance to take 
on the specificity of bodies (e.g., the reality of physical pain as opposed 
to metaphorical pain). In this, his attention to functionality requires our 
attention to specificity: “people with disabilities want to be able to func-
tion: to live with their disability, to come to know their body, to accept 
what it can do.”32

It is the specific nature of various types of care — the lifting of bodies, 
reading of words, cleaning of catheters — from which the concrete inter-
relationships between people arise. Theoretical renditions of caretaking 
tend to forget or elide this.33 That is, many academic treatments of caring 
do one of two things, both of which displace particular bodies: they allow 
one form of disability to synecdochically stand for all (e.g., the way in 
which many public and academic discussions of disability access uninten-
tionally focus merely on wheelchair users), or they generalize a universally 
“disabled” body (as the opposite of the “normal” body, since normality is 
presumed universal).

Of course, the particularities of each personal narrative contain mul-
titudes. It is difficult to insist upon the specific delimitations between 
physical disabilities and other sorts, for example. Many born with physical 
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disability also suffer from congenital mental impairments; sudden-onset 
physical trauma often leads to changes in emotional state (which them-
selves cause difficulty in caregiving).34

Each caretaker, just like each person who suffers, must take these speci-
ficities into account. For one person, bandages will need to be properly ap-
plied and stretching techniques imparted; for another, the things around 
the house must be moved; for still another, proper methods of chest 
physiotherapy treatments must be learned. The caregiver who general-
izes care, who assumes that one body is much like the next, fails in his or 
her responsibilities. Good care must respond to the particularities of each 
body’s needs, and pains, and desires. Regard for the specifics of a particu-
lar body is just as important as the general knowledge of the disabilities 
attendant to that person.

The physical presence of bodies, a critical understanding of geography, 
and the insights of care theory: each of these seems dissimilar, perhaps 
unduly abstruse on their own. But together they provide the conceptual 
framework that helps explain what you have already discovered in taking 
care of your loved one: the physical world is a pluriverse, filled with over-
lapping spaces which are contradictory but communal.

the dynamics of multiplicity

Many approaches to the topic of disability seek to develop a sympathy for 
those who “suffer,” often for emotional or therapeutic reasons. Other treat-
ments encourage identification, seeking access to equality through politi-
cal change. Both these approaches are important, but as has likely become 
clear, neither serves as the goal of this chapter. Instead, the focus here has 
been on how the experience of caring for someone with a physical disability 
expands the conceptual overlaps of differing spatialities, how it develops 
the ability to recognize the incommensurability of the communal.

Yet two key questions remain: How have we lost sight of these plural-
ized spaces in the first place? And how can we learn to see them again? 
The answer to the first question has as much to do with epistemology 
as with disability; the answer to the second touches on imagination and 
pedagogy.
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Western culture developed the very idea of normality relatively re-
cently. Lennard Davis points out that the concepts of “normal,” “norm,” 
“average,” and “standard” did not develop their current usage until 1840.35 
Previous to this, all corporeal things were assumed to deviate not from 
one another, but from the nonexistent ideal (e.g., Plato’s forms or God’s 
archetypes). The development of statistics and collectivity, however, en-
couraged the idea of a common standard, around which certain variations 
can be measured.36

In this bell-curved world, disability is parasitical on normality. Without 
the assumption that an average both exists and is desirable, the idea of 
disability makes no sense. All bodies, so long as they are earthly (that is 
to say, corporeal), fail to approach perfection. If perfection serves as the 
ideal body-type, our current dividing line between the able-bodied and 
the non-able-bodied makes no sense. Theologically, all on earth is imper-
fection, whereas statistically, perfection surrounds us.

Of course, this popular conception arises from a misunderstanding of 
statistical reasoning, but one often shared by statisticians as well. Neither 
“the average” nor “the most common” (in, say, a bell-shaped distribution) 
should imply “the normative.” But within the modern socius, the average 
becomes confused with the rule or the ideal. In the rule-bounded nature 
of the normative, profound divergences from the norm must be described 
in terms of that divergence rather than on their own terms. Not only does 
this tend to conflate all extreme forms of deviance from the norm into one 
category (in this case, “the disabled”), but it also incorrectly implies that a 
universalism of treatment, of renorming, should and does exist.

In turn, no perfect standard of care could exist (much as some would 
like to use one, for example, to sell guidebooks). Care must always arise 
from context — what is pernicious at one moment might well be desirable 
at another. Noddings uses an example from mothering, where a general 
rule boundary (for example, no sundaes before dinner) can be temporar-
ily superseded by viewing the event though the perspective of the other: 
“We see the desired sundae with our own eyes and with the child’s. If our 
own view reveals nothing very important and even seems a bit stuffy, we 
turn to the child with eyes brightened and refreshed with delight.”37 Only 



124	 Chapter 6

through attentiveness and flexibility, combined with a long-term concern 
for another, do we reach these realizations.

These variations may have been lost, but can they be found once again? 
If so, how? The example of the caregiver shows one method through 
which they can be regained, though not one most people will be happy to 
experience. Short of caring for a loved one with a disability, two methods 
come to mind.

The first method, often the default position for academics, entails overt 
pedagogy. As disability studies emerges as an interdisciplinary field of 
study in the academy, its presuppositions and definitions continue to be 
debated, often intensely. As college students enter those debates, issues 
of judgments, performances, and enactments of disability, and thus of 
the pluralization of social spaces, repeatedly emerge. Margaret Price, for 
example, argues that studying disability allows students to clarify the im-
plicit relationships between language and power as well as between ideol-
ogy and practice.38 Analyzing the usually unacknowledged presumptions 
contained within disability discourse, law, and practice, she argues, en-
courages attention to one location where boundaries blur and possibilities 
multiply.

This dynamic will emerge even more strongly as disabled teachers 
themselves appear in the classroom. Students spend their days figuring out 
what motivates their teachers: the experience of learning from a disabled 
instructor will ingrain the variability of experience almost as strongly as 
caring does. This depends on the continuing training of disabled teachers, 
of course. Schools of education might well begin to see disabled people as 
potentially better teachers than the temporarily able-bodied.39

But overt pedagogy is only one method of awakening our recognition 
of the multiplicity of space which surrounds us. Another, which this chap-
ter has attempted to evoke, arises from imaginativeness. What if your fa-
ther, your sister, your lover, or your child found his or her life irrevocably 
changed, and yours changed along with it? This need not happen for it to 
be imagined; indeed, its happening may well overwhelm your ability to 
theoretically conceptualize the event’s political and spatial implications. 
People do take a great amount of care, after all.



Chapter 7    Familiar Languages

Families differ profoundly, yet the terminology of family 
proves strong enough to encompass their wide arrays of re-
lationships. This final chapter returns to language as the 
source of these strengths (and potential weaknesses): what 
dynamics of terminology and representation closely mirror 
the energetic, restrained, and agentic aspects of familial life 
and, to extrapolate further, of political life within and between 
communities?

This connection between familial relationships and linguis-
tic theory emerges in part from the problematic similarities 
and incommensurabilities that language allows; both con-
tain many of the same false oppositions of freedom and rules, 
commitment and creativity, community and difference. In-
ternal rules or grammars of language teach something about 
familial roles and political logics. One kind of utterance hav-
ing a normative and significatory coincidence with another 
(though each may point to entirely different regulatory and 
policy ends) illuminates aspects of intention, collectivity, 
and individuality that exemplary cases of family have already 
highlighted.
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This connection also draws upon and revives certain contentions 
within political theory, laying out the phratric likenesses between conten-
tions within 1970s social philosophy and the arguments so far made in this 
book. The debates that emerged from the recognition that both politics 
and philosophy take place within and through language are neither dead 
nor gone, but oftentimes merely forgotten. That language participates in 
what J. L. Austin memorably termed “speech acts” was recognized as a 
social and political claim early on by theorists such as John Searle and 
Charles Taylor, but what became of those recognitions remains implicit 
in many of the continuing debates concerning methods and empiricism.1

Finally, it remains important to remember that community and differ-
ence already always exists within language: languages are communal and 
collective, and yet they allow, even encourage, original and strange perlo-
cutions and illocutions. How we create these relationships depends on a 
creative combination of bodies, silence, communication, motions, judg-
ments, and, yes, language. Language, state, and family remain in whirl-
ing, complex, and unpredictable networks of meanings; the infinite task 
of understanding these meanings and the relationships between them can 
often best be illuminated through their difficulties and disorders. Thus, 
we begin with a linguistic apologue.

“it depends on what the meaning of ‘is’ is”

Once upon a time, a president of the United States had the temerity to 
state that the same word can have different meanings to different people, 
sometimes in the same sentence. This particular linguistic incommen-
surability, the president’s critics quickly recognized, leads to a number of 
difficulties for many who want language to unproblematically represent 
specific political projects. In this case, he overtly argued that words, which 
we expect to always mean the same thing, in fact function in parallel or 
even divergent ways, especially when the stakes are greatest. The presi-
dent faced strong criticism for his contention that what appeared to be 
the same word could have different denotations, depending on the context 
of its articulation; critics felt that such an assertion also implied accep-
tance of the dictum that words “can mean whatever anyone wants them 
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to mean.” Such an idea — that the same word, the same idea, could have 
entirely different meanings to different people depending on their back-
grounds or objectives — was considered hazardous and threatening to a 
country whose historical unity is popularly thought to rest not on racial 
commonality, or collective history, but on the very words of the Constitu-
tion. That the president of the United States implied this linguistic plural-
ism made his contention all the more egregious.

This contention, of course, refers to a speech by Abraham Lincoln. In 
the Baltimore Address, made at the height of the Civil War, Lincoln de-
scribed the problems that came from using the same word to different 
ends. “The world,” he began “has never had a good definition of the word 
‘liberty,’ and the American people, just now, are much in want of one. We 
all declare for liberty; but in using the same word we do not all mean the 
same thing. With some the word liberty may mean for each man to do as 
he pleases with himself, and the product of  his labor; while with others 
the same word may mean for some men to do as they please with other 
men, and the product of other men’s labor. Here are two, not only differ-
ent, but incompatible things, called by the same name — liberty.”2

For Lincoln, clearly one of these definitions of “liberty” held moral 
superiority. But his larger point, that the term and the concept worked 
as justifications for both sides, remains. Lincoln’s understanding of the 
rhetorical use of this word highlights a particularly problematic issue in 
the political uses of language. Lincoln recognized that both sides in the 
Civil War were fighting for “liberty,” but whereas one side emphasized the 
individual and political liberty of enslaved black Americans, the other side 
struggled for the personal and legal liberty to continue to enslave those 
same people. Both sides could (and did) argue that liberty stood central to 
the very Constitution of the United States, and both would be (and were) 
right. Both could contend that the causes of the war arose from their at-
tempts to defend or promote that liberty, and again both would be right.

This is not merely a difference in grammatical usage, or meaning, or 
definitions. “Liberty” means “liberty,” and liberty itself is worth going to 
war for; everyone, Lincoln included, agrees on that.3 The fact that these 
definitions differ does not keep the word from being used. Or, in other 
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words, the reality that each side seeks a different result does not negate 
the fact that both sides are fighting for liberty. Similarly, these fictional 
interlocutors agree that the threat to human liberty has caused the Civil 
War. But that the South and the North both fought for liberty clearly does 
not mean that they were in agreement.

This last chapter turns to the example of linguistic incommensurabil-
ity because of its direct (though only occasionally causal) relationship to 
theoretical dynamics which the examples concerning silence, dogs, and 
caregiving highlight, and which this book has tried to emphasize as hav-
ing important political consequences. The first of these, already obvious, 
is that language serves as a location where incommensurability already 
always exists. That different meanings emerge from similar words dele-
gitimizes and fragments language no more than the differences between 
family members make them less of a family. The second concerns the fa-
miliarity of these debates: unlike the demands of the mainstream of po-
litical and ethical philosophizing, linguists have long recognized these 
fundamental indeterminancies. To note that language operates in mul-
tiple ways in different contexts has proved far less contentious than the 
idea that community connections can vary and diverge, but it has been 
argued over nevertheless. And the third restates the error of the presump-
tion against which this book aims: that all forms of community arise from 
identical experiences, judgments, interpretations, and ideals. Communi-
ties, in this erroneous view, only exist when all of their members see and 
hear things precisely the same way. The claims here about families are not 
entirely new; they in part relocate linguistic theory to quotidian practices.

These practices take place in our lives, within our moral formulations; 
no degree of incommensurability between persons obscures the fact that 
we usually consider ourselves part of ethical systems. Were that not the 
case, the emotions that come out of political and moral debates would not 
be so raw. We care deeply about moral formulations, which are after all 
the places of meaning in which we dwell; on the other hand, it is vital that 
our regard for our own historically arbitrary accidents not get in the way 
of conceptualizing alternative possibilities.4
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r elationships

Linguistic differences, in other words, constitute relationships: relation-
ships internal not only to words but also to the people living in those 
words’ worlds. The very connections between them are their very differ-
ences; the power of a word rests not in its isolation from others, nor in 
its universality, but in its reverberances and resonances alongside others.

These relationships are not polysemy, where a seemingly identical word 
has related but different meanings. Nor are they identical to (though they 
are partially based upon) the idea of “essentially contested concepts,” in-
troduced by W. B. Gallie in 1955. For Gallie, and those social scientists 
who later applied his ideas, the contestation internal to certain concepts 
leaves them indeterminate but also underpins the moral dedications 
people have to them. For example, one interlocutor could mean by “de-
mocracy” a formal mechanism whereby voters appoint and remove their 
governments, while another means equality between all citizens, while a 
third means the “continuous active participation of citizens in political 
life at all levels.”5 In examining the particularities of contestation, Gal-
lie points to the conditionalities of language — the necessary openness of 
certain terms to strategic usage, pragmatic considerations, and concep-
tual idealization. Gallie also recognizes the importance of adscititious ef-
fects upon language: while empirical events and logical arguments do not 
make concepts uncontested, they can have a “definite logical force” which 
refigures the notional playing field.6

For many political and social theorists, Gallie’s insights served to po-
liticize language. Both William Connolly and John Gray, for example, see 
Gallie’s charges as necessitating new conceptions of linguistic politics, the 
former celebrating its encouragement of critical modes of life, the latter 
subtly decrying it as leading irreducibly to an incoherent liberalism. For 
Connolly, conflicts over the uses of “partly shared appraisal concepts are 
themselves an intrinsic part of politics” and should be recognized as such 
by social scientists; for Gray, contestability cannot be about criteria but 
must be exemplary of “conflict between adherents of mutually unintel-
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ligible worldviews” and should be discouraged as erosive of community.7 
Both, however, recognize that Gallie’s thesis depends both on a level of  lin-
guistic incommensurability and a mode of intersubjective communication 
whereby each contestant understands the claims made by the other. For 
Gallie the importance emerges from this interrelationship; the fervor of the 
disagreement arises from each understanding the differences.8 Defining 
“freedom” in profoundly different ways (such as “freedom from want” and 
“freedom to vote”) makes such words not contested but merely different.

They are different because they are thought to point to different things. 
Their valences divaricate, and no contestation results. The common dis-
tinction in semiotics between “reference” and “meaning” (e.g., “New 
York” and “the Big Apple” prove dissimilar in their connotative meaning, 
but not in the city to which they refer) is not the topic here. Instead, it is 
those times when two groups of people think they are using a word in the 
same way (a “correct” way, needless to say) and yet fundamentally disagree 
about the term’s substantive implications. Such oppositions constitute 
disagreements about both meaning and referentiality in a larger sense, 
that the same term may hide the fact that different groups may know and 
understand the nature of “New York” in incommensurable ways.

In an earlier chapter, disagreement over the commonality of a concept  
— namely, of the term “marriage” — caused political disjuncture, but 
here the different implications of the same term conjoins community and 
incommensurability in another way. This chapter addresses the stakes 
in a claim such as Lincoln’s “we all declare for liberty.” These stakes are 
especially high in a country such as the United States, whose founding 
and continuation are widely conceived as textual and documentary, and 
where these texts and documents require explication through institu-
tional means (for example, the courts). The import of words literally com-
prises the definitions which constitute the United States: laws, policies, 
administration, and contracts are all composed of words whose mean-
ings remain (at least potentially) contested. The problem of overt differ-
ence in meaning thus becomes fundamental for politics in such a society, 
particularly for those who want to map language unproblematically onto 
epistemology to master constructions of law and policy.
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universal meanings

One approach for resolving this problem has been, simply, to argue that 
one of these meanings of “liberty” is fundamentally, absolutely, defini-
tionally wrong. The South, one could argue, was not making true claims 
to liberty, for any political system based on the enslavement of human 
beings can never occasion liberty. Liberty must always mean the same 
thing in an objective and universal sense, or else a political order founded 
upon liberty cannot continue. Differences in definition are fundamentally 
errors — whether moral, logical, lexical, or interpretive.

This kind of  linguistic universalism, which asserts words as having true 
and integral meanings, explains Lincoln’s dilemma in two different ways. 
Both approaches are common and dependent on a widespread compre-
hension of language usage. The first of these understands words as di-
rectly and clearly referencing things. The second, recognizing that what 
appears to be the same word can be employed in different ways, argues 
that usage and context are the final arbiter in language and sees those par-
ticular language functions as being performed by fundamentally different 
words. This second approach is somewhat dependent on the first (and is 
more complex as well).

In the most basic and common (though wrong) interpretation, the learn-
ing of language is seen as learning the proper names of things. Language 
forms a representation of the external world: one sees a chair and (after a 
period of learning) soon learns to associate the word “chair” with the seen 
object. As a theory of language, this assumption has one notable virtue: it 
is simple. It holds that words have referents, and the deciphering of proper 
objects presents the only difficulty of interpretation that might arise.

By the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, this approach became 
known, in Gottlob Frege’s and Wittgenstein’s terminologies, as the “ref-
erential theory” or the “picture theory” of language. For most people un-
familiar with the complexities of linguistic theory, this theory tends to 
model the relationship between words and meanings. It does hold true 
for most nouns, usually (though mistakenly) thought of as the most arche-
typal kinds of words; the annals of linguistic theory are full of discussions 
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about “this desk” or “that chair.” But turning to other words, the trouble-
some nature of the picture theory quickly becomes apparent.

Picture theory’s paradigmatic explanatory power of all language has 
deep and intractable roots. It emerges, as J. L. Austin argues, from the 
confusion of words with names, as if those tall, woody plants have been 
baptized “trees.”9 The human naming of things and creating of words 
seems to denote the managerial role of language. Indeed, the originary 
power and primacy of the picture theory of language emerge from the pas-
sages in Genesis where Adam takes possession of the world and language 
simultaneously by being given the responsibility to name “every beast of 
the field and every fowl of the air.”10

Matters of law and policy thus often presume that words have a true, 
direct, pictorial meaning. Made up as they are primarily through lan-
guage, such overtly political sites of interpretive contention become a 
battlefield of linguistic theories. If a correct, true, and intended meaning 
exists “behind” (as though there is a spatial relationship to language) a 
law or Constitutional amendment, then courts’ and editorialists’ interpre-
tive questions have ultimate answers. There will be correct and incorrect 
meanings, not politically contested uses of language.

The attempt to discover and recover “original intent” proves paradig-
matic in these cases.11 Underlying this interpretative approach is the idea 
that, with enough historical, psychological, and excursive information, 
one can determine the precise and absolute meaning of words. A question 
of Constitutional doctrine? Then the answer lies in the state of mind of 
the Constitution’s framers. A query concerning the current application 
of a law? Then one must look at the intention of the congressional com-
mittee that drafted it. By simplifying the search for meaning and locating 
it solely in the author, one is told clearly where to look. A significant dis
advantage is that the author may be inaccessible: dead, as in the case of the 
authors of the Constitution, or a conglomeration of authors that cannot 
ever be reconstructed, such as a congressional committee.12

Original intent involves manifold and legendary problems, which prove 
distracting here.13 But one must note that its underlying appeal comes 
from the possibility of discovering an unarguable authority. Placing the 
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ultimate responsibility of meaning in the hands of the author solves the 
ambiguity of language by discovering a source of authority external to 
the words themselves. It thus presumes a correct and apolitical interpre-
tation, equally discoverable and distinguishable to all who do the proper 
research, and thus displaces the search for these references from traditions 
and personal motivations.14

Metaphor openly and obviously threatens direct referentiality. Simile, 
metonymy, synecdoche, irony: these tropes, bitterly contested in semi-
otic theory, all share the problem of substitution. Indistinctly defined 
words challenge the picture theory of  language, because they often ap-
pear to transfer meaning in particular or even contrary ways. Moreover, 
there appears to be no direct purpose for them; a metaphor, for example, 
more cumbersomely refers to something than does a directly connotative  
word.

Universalists have long identified metaphor as a specifically political 
problem. In Leviathan, for example, Hobbes argues that using words “met-
aphorically; that is for a purpose other than what they are ordained for” 
is an abuse of language equal to lying or slander.15 Language, in Hobbes’s 
conception of a rational social system, creates the necessary foundation of 
order. Fundamentally used to remember and transmit ideas and informa-
tion, it must be defended against those who would undermine that trans-
mission by confusing its substance. As in the semiotic theories of  Hobbes 
and Frege, such tropes today loom as disruptive to law and policy. Laws by 
their very nature lack irony or metaphor; such constructions undermine 
the transparency to which law allegedly aspires. If the best policies ought 
to be straightforward, coherent, and direct, more complex theories of  lan-
guage threaten politics.

It is difficult to disagree with this perspective; an ironic law would cause 
unending grief.16 The concern is not that judges, for example, will miss 
the metaphorical aspects of laws, but that they will assume a straight
forwardly representative nature for legal language. Such an arid model 
of language misses how language actually works, and is based on an ideal 
of what words do that (even were it possible to achieve) would be thin 
and uninteresting. This model is not only wrong, it blinds its adherents to 
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the constitutive nature of language. If words merely reflect a given, pre-
existing reality, then those using those words merely put into language 
the truths which surround them. Criminals, heroes, governments, states, 
morality, violence, law: language and the people who wield expressions as-
sume that they merely refer to already existing things in the world, rather 
than conjuring and commissioning them. And who can differ from the 
implications of words and phrases such as “terrorism” or “the legitimate 
use of force” and be willing to support the former or oppose the latter?

But one can still hold that words have universalizable, intrinsic mean-
ings without subscribing to a picture theory of language. (Even if a theory 
where words directly reference things is rejected, a theory supporting the 
primacy of usage and context can still explicate meaning as “true.”) One 
can deny that either of those people using the word “liberty” is using the 
same word at all. One can insist that a word’s only real meaning emerges 
from the precise way in which it is used, and because these two sides mean 
different things by the term “liberty,” they actually employ the word in 
two fundamentally incompatible ways. Because a word can refer to a vari-
ety of mutually exclusive ideas, it follows that each of these various usages 
has its own meaning.

This is another way of fixing the relationship of meanings and words, 
though unlike the previous method it does not insist on an unambigu-
ous definition. But it does share with the linguistic fundamentalists the 
idea that singular, universalizable meanings exist. Each definition maps 
directly onto a word; the complexity of this second approach lies in the 
recognition that more than one meaning can be affixed to the same word.

The logical positivist A. J. Ayer, for example, argues that using the word 
“is” in differing ways proves unproblematic once it is realized that there 
are actually many different words that are spelled and pronounced “is” 
but are in fact profoundly different.17 The incommensurability of meaning 
becomes, in Ayer’s reading, merely a case of incommensurable words that 
people too often confuse merely because they are spelled the same and 
used in similar but fundamentally disparate ways. The point of philoso-
phy becomes, for Ayer, distinguishing these various kinds of meaning and 
straightening out the various usages of the word.
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Others of the Vienna Circle, following Ayer, argue that words and sen-
tences that cannot be made sense of in this way — that is, that cannot be 
either proven analytically or corroborated by measurements from the 
nonlinguistic world — lack meaning.18 This form of positivism, which de-
fines meaning as verifiable truth, seems at first profoundly different from 
the idea that meanings are ultimately determined by the author, as do 
those theories which argue that words are similar to names or that there 
is a singular, coherent “original intent.” But like those theories, words and 
statements are measured by absolute standards. These positivists hold 
that words are ultimately universal, and that the scientific approach that 
they employ locates the ways in which language is congruent with logic, 
method, and the unarguable truth of the “real world.”

The normalization of the subjective and specific uses of words creates 
a major problem with universalist and positivist theories of meaning (of 
both the referential and contextual variety). Linguistically constituted ob-
jects of inquiry are treated as epistemologically unproblematic: violence 
in international relations or domestic violence in the United States are 
considered uniform, definable categories removed from specific social, 
historical, and political forces that define and circumscribe them as lin-
guistic entities.

Michael Shapiro has demonstrated how unacknowledged linguistic 
presuppositions have shaped common public understandings of identities, 
behaviors, and ethics. By presuming language’s representational charac-
ter — that “criminal behaviors,” for example, somehow exist outside of a 
language system — users of a language system naturalize and effectively 
disclaim responsibility for a system of social order. If language merely 
denotes a preexisting reality, those who use language are accountable 
only for describing reality, not for participating in it. Shapiro identifies 
the central problem of such speech: that “the idea that we can speak cor‑
rectly about objects and situations is predicated on an indefensible theory 
of meaning” and is thus “a misleading way to represent the relationship 
between speech and phenomena.”19
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social languages

Of course many theorists have searched for ways to analyze and under-
mine these conceptions of meaning. This reaction, especially prevalent in 
the twentieth century, rejects conceptions of words as directly represen-
tational. Instead, these semiotic theories locate a word’s use within larger 
systems of social and linguistic structures. Words, therefore, do not refer 
to objects, but to organizations and systems.

Ferdinand de Saussure famously theorized that the structures of a lan-
guage give meaning to its mere words. For Saussure, and subsequent lin-
guistic structuralists, the relation is not between a word and an object (in 
the language of semiotics, the “sign” and the “signifier”), but between the 
sign and the system of other signs which impart significance. In language, 
Saussure argues, “there are only differences, and no positive terms.”20 The 
“picture theory” idea of a direct, positive linkage between word and object 
should be replaced, for Saussure, with an understanding of the relation-
ships between words, or, more exactly, of the relationships of the differ-
ences between words.

Saussurian language is a system of classification, one with a necessary 
underlying order. Structuralism replaces the investigation of the represen-
tation of words and objects with an examination of language’s underlying 
kinds of order. Word usage is seen as dependent not on objects themselves 
but on systems of language and society. Various forms of structuralism 
emphasize different classificatory systems; a Marxist analysis, for exam-
ple, would emphasize the materially productive while an anthropological 
analysis would focus on the cultural.

This approach develops from the recognition that language, always so-
cial, must emanate from a selection of already existing possibilities. That 
words and meanings are constricted is commonsensical: if a word could 
mean “whatever you want it to mean,” it would no longer function as a 
word in a society and would become an entirely private language. This, 
Wittgenstein reminds us, is an impossibility. Language, in Shapiro’s read-
ing, is “usually a matter of giving voice to discursive practices that repre-
sent a selection from a fixed set of practices permissible in the language.”21 
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The structuralist argument demands that one must look at the practices 
and selection processes that make a language possible.

Language is thus deterministic. The existence of syntagmas, the struc-
turalist argues, is testimony to those systems outside the phrase itself that 
serve as the medium within which such a phrase or sentence has potential 
meaning. Stanley Fish’s assertion that the mere dominance of certain po-
litical and economic forces determines the “truth qualities” of statements 
exemplifies this assumption.22

Feminist critiques of linguistic theory provide a specifically political 
example of this structural understanding of language. Robin Lakoff’s 
groundbreaking work on the dynamics of gendered power underlying 
word usage, for example, shows how socially reinforcing relationships can 
cause the same words (or the lack of words) to be utilized in different ways 
depending on the hierarchical status of the speaker, a status contiguous 
with sexual difference.23 For Lakoff, the same word, phrase, or sentence 
has different uses depending on a society’s social and sexual structures 
(namely, in her case, American society). The acceptability of speech strat-
egies based on gender results in certain articulations having radically dif-
fering connotations depending on the speaker’s sex: forms of speech that 
are allowed for one gender and not for another, or that are weighted dif-
ferently depending on the sex of the speaker.

Many feminist and queer linguists have followed Lakoff in studying 
how gendered societal forces form language, showing the intrinsically 
political nature of the battles over the meanings of words. The terms 
“feminism” or “rape,” for example, serve as sites of contestation for cul-
tural and political battles over the proper roles of (and relationships be-
tween) men, women, and society.24 The variety of meanings attributed to 
these words bespeak political and social differences; the words themselves 
are practically buried beneath the divergent meanings. Other feminists 
have reemphasized Lakoff’s focus on the identification of language and 
language patterns according to the social status of those who hear and use 
the words. Deborah Tannen, the best-known popularizer of Lakoff’s lin-
guistic theories, interrogates how words are used, heard, and understood 
divergently by men and women.25
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Catharine MacKinnon provides one of the most ardent of these struc-
tural linguistic interpretations. MacKinnon’s antipornography activism 
has led her to construct a legal theory that breaks down the ostensible 
division between language and actions. Against a purely formalist reading 
of the First Amendment of the Constitution of the United States, which 
protects language from legal restrictions, MacKinnon describes the ways 
in which language acts — how it supports systems of power inequality.

MacKinnon argues that courts readily recognize multiple exceptions to 
the First Amendment. Words that are libelous or overtly incite dangerous 
actions or fix prices are clearly not sheltered by freedom of speech prin-
ciples. MacKinnon strives to add pornography to this category. Pornogra-
phy is, in her words, “masturbation material. It is used as sex. It is therefore 
sex.”26 In identifying certain kinds of words (and images, of course) as a 
form of sex, one that she posits is intrinsically based on the domination 
and enslavement of women, MacKinnon insists that they should be legally 
recognized and legislated as actions.

Most important to her reading is how these particular words participate 
in the maintenance of patriarchy and gender violence. For MacKinnon, 
pornography reflects and reinscribes these social relations. “Social in-
equality,” she argues, “is substantially created and enforced — that is, 
done — through words and images.”27 Pro-egalitarian laws and social poli-
cies, therefore, must target such words and images, since they create the 
infrastructure upon which societal inequality is perpetuated.

MacKinnon’s theory allows no room for ambiguity and multiple con-
notations. Like both the representationalists and the positivists, hers is a 
reading of language which sees words as ineluctably reducible to a specific 
meaning. But for MacKinnon this meaning rests not in what these words 
“say” (i.e., represent) but in what they “do” (i.e., enact). And they do what 
they have to do; as words in an oppressive, sexist, and racist society, they 
reflect and reinscribe that oppression, sexism, and racism. Their intelligi-
bility to us proves this: MacKinnon explains that words of assault would 
make no sense in an equitable society.28

By shifting the location of meaning for words in spaces outside the re-
lationship between words and objects, structuralists and structural femi-
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nists such as Lakoff and MacKinnon help explain how social arrange-
ments distinguish and differentiate words.29 This, in turn, can explain 
why Lincoln’s Northerner and Southerner seem to be using the same 
word to different ends; they use languages based in differing and incom-
patible structures. That one lives and works in one culture, and the other 
in another, implies that they cannot use the term “liberty” in the same 
way.” The early Wittgenstein suggests the same idea, stating that “the 
limits of language . . . mean the limits of my world.”30 But none of these 
universalist approaches explain a vital (perhaps the vital) question in Lin-
coln’s suggestion: how do these people recognize one another as using the  
same word?

The underlying attempt of structural accounts of language remains 
the same as that of the positivists: to affix and explain meaning through 
a directly correlative account of words, whether the correlation be to a 
system or to a thing.31 In other words, language models something else, a 
mapping of social or physical reality. This approach explains the incom-
patibility of the two terms both spelled “liberty.” But, crucially, it does not 
explain their sameness, their familiar likenesses.

wor ds matter

To claim meanings as universal is to demand agreement. If I can prove a 
word’s direct and unarguable conjunction to an object or a system, you 
no longer need to interpret, and you owe nothing to a larger interpretive 
community. Those who are attempting to build a ubiquitous system of 
meaning (of both the referential and contextual varieties) make a central, 
underlying claim: through a system of determination, whether semiotic 
or scientific or historical, words’ meanings can be worked out in such a 
way that they demand agreement. If the real sense of “liberty” can be de-
termined, even if (as the postitivists and structuralists argue) real mean-
ings make up different definitions of a word, then their signification can 
be fixed and shared. Claims to universality, in other words, are commands.

But words do not reflect an ostensibly nonlinguistic reality in these 
ways. They are neither (as in referential theories) indicative and purely 
representational nor (as in contextual theories) exhibitions and indica-
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tors of superstructural political relationships. Words, in other words, 
are pluralized: there are always “other words.” While words can engage, 
cajole, seduce, inspire, dismiss, teach, injure, and captivate, they do not 
necessarily demand. They could demand only if they held a directionally 
simplistic relationship to exteriority. If they did, if words could only repre-
sent things or systems, then they would indeed be impotent and not par-
ticularly worthwhile objects of study. Studying the objects or the systems 
themselves would make more sense.

Instead, words have complex registers, varieties, and meanings. Charles 
Taylor provides a useful example of how words are not directionally sim-
plistic. Saying to a fellow traveler “Whew, it’s hot” neither imparts infor-
mation (he or she is already aware of the heat) nor encourages the formu-
lation of a linguistically inaccessible idea (it is not a particularly difficult 
concept to conjure).32 Rather, it attempts to bridge the fundamental dis-
tance between people, to create a realm in which conversation and con-
nection, however limited, become normal and acceptable.

Language, then, does something more complex and multidirectional 
than the previous conceptions would have it do. The reflective or struc-
tural models do not hint at its potential to establish spaces for human ex-
periences such as community and creativity. The formative capacity of 
language has occupied a central place in twentieth-century linguistics —  
namely, how can a word hold more than its “meaning”? When does a word 
go beyond in its purely locutionary sense?

J. L. Austin described the effectuation of language in How to Do Things 
with Words, explaining the impossibility of separating speech from ac-
tion. In his description of illocutionary “speech acts,” those utterances 
which by their very articulation cause events such as “I now pronounce 
you man and wife” or “I christen thee” or “I promise,” Austin identifies the 
ways in which language acts upon the world. Discussing the perlocution-
ary aspects of language, he identifies language’s effect on people. This is 
a complex outcome, for when one person says “This film is boring,” the 
locutionary force (describing being bored) is obvious; the perlocutionary 
force (the reaction on the part of another to the implied request to leave) 
is not.33
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In describing these ways in which language operates, Austin is doing 
more than depicting unusual alternatives to the universalist models of 
meaning. He instead provides an entirely different understanding of what 
language does. To focus solely on the relationship between words and ob-
jects, for example, is to miss the everyday use of those words. The “ordi-
nary” aspects of language interweave with these creative, constitutive uses.

Wittgenstein, in his lecture series known as The Brown Book, conceives 
of a language (or, more properly, a “language-game”) made up purely of 
nouns used as commands: a builder calling to his assistant “brick” or 
“slab” depending on which physical object the assistant will next bring 
him.34 Such a language has immense simplicity, and seems to be directly 
representational. But Wittgenstein highlights the ways in which commu-
nication and action are decisive aspects of language: “slab” ends up mean-
ing not only the thing, but also the bringing of the thing, the ordering of 
the work, even the relationship between the builder and the assistant.35 
Even one word contains multitudes.

The political difficulty with this pluralization in more political contexts 
is that these separate meanings are incommensurable: liberty cannot 
mean both the perpetuation of slavery in certain states and its end in the 
United States. More precisely, these two meanings can no longer remain in 
the peaceful proximity they enjoyed before the Civil War. The complexi-
ties historically concealed in the term “liberty” have been revealed; the 
word has become politicized. Its ability to work as a simple uncontested 
term has disappeared and the different functions it can and does serve 
have been made apparent.

Two major strains of post-Austinian language theory presume that 
words exceed representation. The first accepts the structuralist concep-
tion of the ineluctable bonds between language and power, but rejects this 
as a unidirectional causal relationship. The second develops a pragmatics 
of  language, accepting Austin’s and Wittgenstein’s notions of language 
as active and differentiated, and expanding these insights to the ways in 
which words activate identities and pluralities. The first of these strains 
is most closely identified with Michel Foucault, the second with Gilles 
Deleuze and Félix Guattari.
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Academics have debated Foucault’s genealogical projects for decades 
now, yet they rarely address language’s central role in his philosophy.36 But 
language proves central: overtly at times, such as in his extensive discus-
sion of discursive practices in The Archeology of Knowledge, but also in his 
later examinations of the history of self-constitution in “Technologies of 
the Self.”37 The capacity of language changes over the course of his intel-
lectual development, to be sure, but the ways in which words serve as a 
political and social focus of regimes of knowledge do not. Foucault specifi-
cally views the philosophical emergence of a focus on language as funda-
mentally and centrally transformative of all of French political thought.38

Forget semiotic theories of reading; Foucault does not argue that there 
are underlying meanings to systems of language which work subterrane-
ously and require extensive methods of translation to discover. Like Aus-
tin and Wittgenstein, he envisions meaning within language itself rather 
than hidden beneath it.39 Foucault considers it therefore obvious or ar-
ticulated; he showed that an investigation of language that ignores or de-
emphasizes language in favor of other, “more real” systems is, in fact, not 
about language at all. The object of linguistic study, for Foucault, should 
be how language and power are linked in the use of words.

Why should such imbrication not be obvious to those who use language 
every day? Foucault’s systematic focus on linguistic prescriptions and 
constraints shows how various functionings of power mask themselves 
through the normalizing forces of the mundane uses of language. Early 
in Foucault’s career, he primarily examines such disguises. The uses and 
meanings of words are not accidental but surrounded by institutional and 
societal mechanisms of reinforcement.40 This may not sound very differ-
ent from structuralist theories, where social forces determine language. 
But Foucault further argues that these prohibitions help constitute social 
practices that themselves depend on power formed by particular linguis-
tic usages. These regimes of power — what Foucault called, at various 
times, épistémé or disciplines — do not and cannot exist outside of the lin-
guistic practices of those who live within them.

Later in Foucault’s career his focus changed from the proscriptive con-
cealments of language to its prescriptive characteristics. In his histories of 
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sexuality, for example, he notes that after the (alleged) Victorian prohibi-
tions on overt sexuality, the twentieth century saw a radical outpouring 
of words on sexuality. Yet this deluge justifies itself as a reaction against 
restraints on discussions of sexuality, which depend on a theory of repres-
sion that is disproved by its own existence.41 What, Foucault asks, does 
such a language of liberation entail?

Part of the answer is that it justifies, almost necessitates, speech. Con-
fession and interpretation become necessary parts of social life because 
they assert truths that would be less supportable were there not a “his-
tory” of subjugation against which they ostensibly strive. This results, 
Foucault argues, in a system of justification that conceals and rationalizes 
power, where those who bravely fight against the alleged silence achieve 
what he called “the speaker’s benefit: the interrelated discourses in which 
sex, the revelation of truth, the overturning of global laws, the proclama-
tion of a new day to come, and the promise of a certain felicity are linked 
together.”42 In their pretense to authenticity, marshaled against tyranny, 
words “produce truth”: this effect, Foucault contends, arises from the dis-
tinction Plato makes between philosophy as truth telling and politics as 
the field where truth is tested.43

Across his work, Foucault presents a linguistic theory of language and 
power as coterminous, where power and words circulate in social, insti-
tutional, and political structures. Such an analysis of language entirely 
rejects universalist notions of meaning. Words do not mean “things” or 
represent “structures”; instead, they constitute relations of power them-
selves. Not exclusively, of course; Foucault clearly does not underestimate 
the power behind prisons, armies, or police. But he emphasizes that such 
institutions are profoundly dependent on the discursive practices that 
constitute the institution itself. A prison cannot function outside of a legal 
and discursive system that determines why some words (and actions) that 
are tolerated or encouraged outside the system are forbidden within it.

Contemporary theorists such as Judith Butler and David Campbell 
have applied Foucault’s linguistic theories to specific political questions. 
For Butler, language is both the site of the making of gendered subjects 
and a location where such subjects can exceed (some of) the constraints 
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of power.44 This, she argues, makes language always partial and always 
contestable, though it is also the reason that words have such power to 
constrain, limit, and produce our selves. David Campbell identifies 
similar ways that the uses and effects of language work by examining its 
role in the relations between national and state identities. For example, 
Campbell identifies linguistic formulations of difference which form the 
groundwork of the foreign policy of the United States, where danger and 
threat are displaced onto those who are rhetorically defined as most un-
American,45 or how political identities can be lexically transformed from 
discordant coexistence to radical violence.46

A second Austinian linguistic effectuation rejects the very notion of 
language as meaning, turning instead to what language does.47 For Gilles 
Deleuze and Félix Guattari, linguistics is the investigation of acts. Lan-
guage, they argue, “is neither informational nor communicational.”48 It 
is, instead, “the transmission of order-words, either from one statement to 
another or within each statement, insofar as each statement accomplishes 
an act and the act is accomplished in the statement.”49

A Deleuzian conception of language primarily arises from the perlo-
cutionary, to use Austin’s terminology. Deleuze and Guattari focus on 
what arrangements of language both generate and transform.50 Words 
form a part of larger structures — here they too agreed with Saussure. But  
Deleuze and Guattari also point out that Saussure conflates difference and 
opposition when he moves from claiming that “in language there are only 
differences” to the unnecessary corollary that these differences “are with-
out positive terms.” In doing so, he denies those times when language is 
positive, creative, and different all at once.

Words can be positioned differentially without being oppositional for 
Deleuze and Guattari.51 This critical approach to the words of law, policy, 
or politics shows that words have an empirical, material reality, not in the 
sense that they exist as corporeal objects, floating about through the air, 
but in the ways in which they effect changes, affect people, and reconsti-
tute the world. At first this may seem the same as MacKinnon’s project; 
after all, she too is interested in what words enact rather than what they 
“say.” But for MacKinnon what words do — at least the words which inter-
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est her — is oppress; they are intelligibly direct appliances of subjugation. 
For Deleuze and Guattari, conversely, words can oppress, but they can 
also do many other things, both salutary and not, even simultaneously. 
The mistake, they believe, comes from thinking that “content determines 
expression by causal action, even if expression is accorded the power not 
only to ‘reflect’ content but to act upon it in an active way.”52 Language can 
certainly be used by one person or institution to act upon another (for ex-
ample, the kind of language known as “law”), but it can also reconstitute 
relationships between people and other people, things, and organizations.

Language, in this picture, is not about the world but is of the world. If 
language represents the world, that is, if it reflects things or structures, 
then using language empties the world of meaning, it replaces the iden-
tity of things and structures with depiction. But language in fact does no 
such thing; instead, it is elemental to and formative of the human world. 
It is not a tool to be employed by people so much as it is an ontological 
component of people. For Deleuze and Guattari, it constitutes a compos-
ite articulation: “Enunciation in itself,” they argue, “implies collective 
assemblages.”53

Jean-Jacques Lecercle calls this Deleuzian moment the move “from the 
body of the individual to the body politic.”54 One can conceptualize these 
assemblages as collectivities and communities of people; this presents 
perhaps the simplest formulation. Language must be communal. Speak-
ing, as Foucault asserts, subverts the assumption that humans are dispa-
rate, discrete, and fully individuated beings.55 Only those whose identity 
has been constituted within at least one social nexus can talk.

But these assemblages are also accumulations of language, accretions of 
implications. For Deleuze and Guattari, words and sentences are in con-
stant relation to the world and to other linguistic assemblages, a “regime 
of infinite debt, to which one is simultaneously debtor and creditor.”56 
Nor is this a singular regime; language is multiplicitous, with currents of 
slang, eddies of other languages, tides of usages. A Deleuzian reading of 
language emphasizes linguistic intensities, learnings, and flows.

These quotidian aspects underlie both the power and the pragmatics 
of language. Deleuze and Guattari emphasize the transformative nature 
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of  language: words, they show, turn “prisoners” into “criminals,” “passen-
gers” into “hostages,” and “workers” into “a proletariat.” This transforma-
tion is not corporeal; it is actual. A criminal fundamentally differs from 
a prisoner. The former kind of person embodies evil and guilt; the latter 
exists in a particular sort of situation. Language can change identity, cre-
ate meaning where none was before, and reorder the material reality of 
the world.

What do these post-Austinian theories (of  both the Foucaultian and the 
Deleuzian variety) say about Lincoln’s understanding of “liberty”? They 
show that the word differs when used by a Northerner or a Southerner, 
but it is not purely located situationally. Rather, it forms part of a chain 
of variation, where the different “effectuations” in which Northerner and 
Southerner participate continue through one another.57 Employing the 
word in service of different ideals of freedom does not mean that they use 
it in antithetical ways. As in families, difference is not reducible to opposi-
tion in meaning.

It does mean an enactment of identity, an enactment upon common 
bases (the word itself) to differing states of being — violently so, lest the 
brutal Civil War be forgotten. “Liberty,” even though a central component 
of identity, shifts and flows, referring doubly and oppositionally.

public policies, public languages, public families

Linguistic incommensurability has tangible consequences, for example, 
in constructing public policy and understanding the nature of law. The 
central linguistic problem in jurisprudence and public policy, as many see 
it, emerges from the perceived need for words and sentences to have clear 
and overt references. Such approaches strive for clarity and agreement; 
once clarity has been achieved, political problems become solvable.

But wouldn’t we have figured out how to do this by now? In fact, at-
tempting to universalize meaning and referentiality proves impossible. 
Even the problems that form the objects of policies are politically defined 
and contested. Thus the very conceptual foundation of this book — the 
idea of “family” — can never be clearly determined nor delineated. It can 
only be argued over and reconfigured, over and over. Do two gay men 



Familiar Languages 	 147

and their children make up a family? A childless heterosexual couple? 
Three roommates in the big city? And who is in this family: children and 
grandparents certainly, but what about second cousins, or dogs and cats? 
A divorced, and thus no longer legally related, child’s spouse? Friends who 
often stop by for dinner? The inhabited physical structure?

Political and policy processes, determined in part through these ar-
guments, profoundly act upon those families. Clearly, questions of le-
gitimacy and inclusion affect members of transnational families; health 
care involves children and partners in gay and lesbian relationships; anti
poverty programs constrain nutritional choices and medical decisions. 
Here the incommensurability of language and the determinacy of policy 
prescriptions collide most dramatically.

The terminology of  “poverty” exemplifies these clashes, where language 
and policy draw together through the erroneous presumption of univer-
sality. As Sanford Schram has pointed out, the language of poverty —  
its presumptions, applications, and logical consequences — profoundly 
shapes its political support and efficacy, while perceptions of its efficacy 
and constituency simultaneously affect what counts as poverty.58 Lan-
guage effects poverty, Schram argues, and the social sciences’ presump-
tions of linguistic neutrality serve to mask not only poverty’s construc-
tions but also to naturalize its effects.59 For example, attempts to change 
the fundamental understanding of poverty are smuggled in public policy 
arguments. A study published in 2004 by the Heritage Foundation at-
tempted to show that poverty in the United States is far less widespread 
than popularly presumed. Among its evidence: 78 percent of families liv-
ing in poverty have vcrs or dvd players; 97 percent have a color tele-
vision; more than half have a stereo; over 33 percent have an automatic 
dishwasher.60 More recently, assumptions that cellular phone ownership 
could never be compatible with true poverty have made it difficult for so-
cial services agencies to equip homeless families with such phones.61

Most if not all people in the United States would acknowledge the pos-
sible coexistence of systematic and structural economic hardship in mod-
ern American life alongside the ownership of a thirty-nine-dollar Toshiba 
dvd player or a ninety-dollar Sony television. As Adam Smith recognized, 
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a linen shirt may not be a necessity of life (Greeks and Romans having 
lived without one), but it may become “a necessary of life” at particular 
historical periods, even for the poorest of the poor.62 This kind of claim 
highlights the difficulty of arguing for the necessity of antipoverty pro-
grams to those for whom historically bounded versions of material wealth 
decide and delineate “poverty.” If poverty and televisions are mutually 
exclusive, then poverty has been largely eliminated in the United States; if 
poverty can coexist with television ownership, then the statistics on color 
televisions do not necessarily inform the poverty debate.

This does not mean that a final definition of poverty should be prop-
erly established. “Poverty” as a concept remains an essentially contested 
term; it cannot be reuniversalized. The very question of a “word-having-
meaning” (as Austin puts it) ultimately cannot make abstract sense. No 
meaning of “liberty,” “pornography,” or “poverty” can transcend their 
usage.

Words are not, however, interchangeable within the same contextual 
and situational circumstances. “Liberty” represents an ideal worth fight-
ing (and dying) for; “the continuance of slavery as a way of life” is far less 
compelling. It takes very little effort or thought to oppose “pornography” 
or “poverty,” at least insofar as those concepts are deployed in contempo-
rary discourse. They remain easy opponents.

The idea of marriage has become political precisely because its mean-
ing is shared, yet access to the institution remains contested. Liberty, for 
Lincoln, proves political for the opposite reason: it has incommensurable 
meanings, although all agree on its necessity, even so far as justifying war. 
In both these cases, the public uses of the terms remain vital and cele-
brated as their politicization causes difference and strife.

In both examples, the popular presumption remains: we should reach 
a uniform and common agreement regarding the meaning and uses of 
these languages as the foundation for the very basics of public, common 
life. In other words, the incommensurability of terminology must be over-
come before community can return. But the ongoing engagement over 
the terms, the very debates that make each approach and usage coher-
ent, proves that communities of meaning already exist, either in spite of 
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linguistic incommensurabilities or (possibly) as a result of them. The at-
tempt to elide or eliminate these differences implies the antipolitical and 
the anticommunity.

in conclusion

Families constantly explode the putative opposition between community 
and incommensurability, thus disproving the conceptual assumption that 
connected togetherness can never coexist with radical differences in out-
look, affect, or ideology. The immediacy and intensity of familial relation-
ships, the inconclusiveness and distances between people who love one 
another, the shifting emotional tenors, legal connections, and temporal 
responsibilities that make up the modern family: all show that even a 
small community is complex and irreducible to easy sloganeering about 
“connection” and “sameness.”

The particularities of these relationships should not be forgotten, es-
pecially if political communities are modeled upon or against families, as 
they were for the list of political philosophers listed in the second chap-
ter. Families connect closely to politics, these theorists intuit, precisely 
because families constitute sites where conflicts and desires of indepen-
dence, belonging, and responsibility hold strongest: they are the locales 
where people feel their relationship to power, obligation, rights, privilege, 
autonomy, and dedication most intensely.

What, ultimately, do these recognitions mean for political understand-
ings of community? One solution, which makes little empirical sense, 
would be to call for a disappearance of felt community, to argue that in the 
face of profound differences the affective ties of nation or state or neigh-
borhood have been falsely created and should be eliminated or ignored.63 
The opposite solution, wrong rather than merely unfeasible, would argue 
that differences within families prove minor and unimportant compared 
to large-scale, “real” political differences. But the persistence of domes-
tic violence and murders, of monies spent on health care for parents, of 
emotional energies expended between couples or between parents and 
children disprove this commonly held assumption.

Instead, attention to families illuminates the real and quotidian incom-
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mensurabilities between people tied together by accident of birth, lines 
of affiliative affection, or choice, while also revealing that such incom-
mensurabilities need not be pathologized or rejected. Families contain 
differences, but this does not require working out the proper hierarchy, 
or demanding absolute and total equality at all times, or building a legal 
system which coordinates all families in the same ways, or dismissing the 
entire familial project altogether.64 Families indicate the ways we already 
coordinate, contest, and overcome the most important divisions in our 
lives. They provide models of love and anger, respect and regret, connec-
tion and independence, life and death.65 In its best moments, such recog-
nition can create what Jean-Luc Nancy calls “a generosity of ethos more 
than an ethic of generosity.”66 Our forms of life ought not disappear, nor 
need they merge: such a politics requires only magnanimity toward dif-
ferent, overlapping forms of life.

This is something we do every day. The practices of everyday life ne-
cessitate that we dwell in weakly incommensurate worlds. Business, fam-
ily, academics, and entertainment all have varied contexts that we juggle, 
overlap, and negotiate daily. We already possess “at the same time the 
different skills required for dwelling in several weakly incommensurate 
worlds and hence [we] can occupy more than one identity at a time.”67 
These multiple roles and worlds and responsibilities and emotional tenors 
enfold and produce the kinds of people we are.

The human subject is always part of organizational, institutional, and 
collective identities, but this does not mean that we must subsume our-
selves in these identities. They make up parts of us, important parts, but 
subjectivity also emerges from the contestations, the aporias, and the 
overlaps of these communities. The whole of who we are, our individual 
life worlds, involves the combinations of these judgments: combinations 
which always conflict with and depend upon others’ ways of making their 
own worlds. The lives we lead emerge from the negotiation of these com-
mon but incommensurate communities of judgment.

These communities crystallize at their most intense locations, where 
our quotidian lives form our identities. It is the family — the realm of the 
intimate, the personal, the interrelational — where people always already 
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negotiate dynamics of interplay and interaction. Where we love, argue, 
engage, think, care, and act. Where we likely spend more time and energy 
than in any other relationships. Where the vast and insurmountable dis-
tances between us coexist with our knowing other people as well as they 
know themselves. Where, in other words, our communities emerge from 
our incommensurabilities.

If the family serves as a model for political understanding, it should not 
be as a form or an archetype. No polis can be shaped as a family, since the 
intimacies and intensities of families cannot be transferred to organiza-
tions of unknowns. But our family lives can help us understand important 
aspects of political life: that difference does not foreclose community, that 
incommensurability does not threaten collectivity, that the techniques 
of familial living, when they work, can balance the competing pulls of 
dissimilarity and solidarity. These recognitions, while never faultless, 
prove both sufficient and necessary for life with others. Families, while 
themselves imperfect, provide reason for most of us to change ourselves 
on their behalf. To take that implication seriously — to commit to work 
on ourselves at the same time we work on those around us — proves the 
precondition to being both dedicated and engaged citizens and participa-
tory and responsible family members.
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