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Protest and the Democratic Order
A Research Perspective

Danniel Gobbi, Laura Gorriahn, Daniel Staemmler, 
and Christian Volk

Protest is a “defining trope of our times,” Time Magazine asserted when 
it named “The Protestor” its person of the year in 2011 (Anderson 2011). 
From the Arab Spring to the Indignados, from Occupy Wall Street to the 
Umbrella Movement or Nuit debout, a wave of protest swept through 
the world. People in different parts of the globe occupied public squares, 
demanding that democratic principles be realized. These uprisings took 
different trajectories. The camps were mostly dissolved, but movement 
parties entered into parliaments and new civil society initiatives put 
grassroots democracy into practice. Nevertheless, protest remains in the 
public spotlight. Contemporary iterations of long-standing social move-
ments such as Black Lives Matter, Fridays For Future, or Ni Una Menos 
challenge democratic politics and institutions. They insist on greater de-
mocracy as they fight for alternative futures and to protect precarious 
lives. Despite their opposing aims, hashtags, demonstrations, and riots, 
they have also become prevalent methods for reactionary movements, 
such as the neo-confederalists or the Identitarian movement. However, 
in demanding the fallacious return to a homogenous people, they as-
sault basic principles of democratic ordering. Political protest material-
izes in many different forms, but it always carries a certain promise of 
democracy.

This introduction to the special issue1 presents the foundation upon 
which the articles within it are to be understood: as an effort to advance 
an interpretive research perspective for the analysis of political protest 
in the context of democratic orders. Such a research perspective not only 
aims to establish a deeper understanding of protest dynamics; it also 
seeks to provide insights into social and political transformations within 
modern democratic societies. Indeed, as we demonstrate in the follow-
ing, protest and democratic orders form a close interrelationship. By 
democratic order, we mean the institutional, legal, and social formation 
of democratic constitutional states that forms and reproduces a certain 
kind of democratic experience and provides a distinct normative horizon. 
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It is this specific versatile constellation that constitutes the context of 
political protest in democratic societies.

First, we elaborate on the interrelationship of protest and the dem-
ocratic order. The democratic order facilitates the formation of politi-
cal protest and lends a vital point of reference for the agency of protest 
movements. Protestors exercise their fundamental rights when they mo-
bilize criticism against the democratic order’s normative horizon. Sec-
ond, against this backdrop, we argue for interweaving democratic theory 
and social movement studies. This enables combining strong theoretical 
interpretive categories with empirically sound research approaches. Fi-
nally, we give an overview of the articles included in this special issue and 
how they highlight several aspects of this approach.

the interrelationship of protest and the democratic order

When people act collectively for social and political change, they are mo-
tivated by a sense of possibility that transcends the status quo. In modern 
societies, collective actors develop shared interpretations of the world, 
locating themselves in relation to the social order, norms, and institu-
tions they encounter. On that basis, they “enact a parallel world” (Volk 
2019: 112).

The democratic order provides a relatively advantageous arrange-
ment in this regard. It simultaneously consists of the constitutionally 
enshrined ensemble of democratic institutions and the experience of 
the indeterminacy of democracy itself, fostering contentious politics and 
fueling the promise of a democratic order to come. Thus, for political 
collective action, the democratic order bestows an imaginative horizon 
as well as an institutional counterpart.

Representative constitutional democracy is commonly understood 
as democracy tout court, but ideas, interpretations, and imaginations of 
democracy change over time. Protest movements have long been under-
stood as agents and harbingers of such transformations. They challenge 
widespread assumptions and experiment with alternative forms of de-
mocracy. Accordingly, most protest movements operate with some idea 
of democracy, both in their own organizational form and in their acts of 
protest (Çidam 2021; Della Porta 2020; Polletta 2002). For example, the 
alter-globalization movement organized along principles of direct and 
distributed democracy to promote alternative forms of democracy (Juris 
2008). On the flip side, right-wing movements around the globe claim to 
act in the name of democracy—when allegedly defending free speech 
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(Miller-Idriss 2020) or claiming to be the sole representatives of the peo-
ple’s will (Mudde 2019; Urbinati 2019)—all the while invoking an ideology 
of exclusion. Nonetheless, institutional and symbolic dimensions of the 
democratic order structure the agency of protest movements beyond the 
realm of demands and framings. Protest movements build their activities 
on certain assumptions and interpretations, i.e., about the public sphere, 
notions of citizenship, inclusion, and collective identity (Daphi 2017; 
Treré 2019; Tyler and Marciniak 2015). Naturally, protest cultures remain 
disputed and change over time. But they still serve as a basis for forms 
of subjectification within the respective network of movement organiza-
tions, groups of activists, and emerging protest initiatives (Baumgarten et 
al. 2014; Death 2010).

When analyzing protest, it must be taken into account that, under 
the circumstances of the modern nation state, democracy produces an 
order that is different from other forms of government. The guarantee 
of basic rights enables protest as a pervasive and legitimate form of 
democratic participation (Dalton 2008; Hutter et al. 2016; Norris 2011). 
Protest movements engage with political institutions on different lev-
els: they demand incremental or radical programmatic changes, they 
call for the introduction of new political procedures, and they call into 
question the relation between political institutions and society at large 
(Anderl et al. 2019; Niesen 2019; Tilly and Tarrow 2015). In some cases, 
collective action relies on democratic principles for the fight against 
injustice and reactionary forces, as the Black Lives Matter movement 
did in denouncing police violence and racism experienced by Black peo-
ple. Yet, when climate activists seek to prevent infrastructure projects 
by occupying them, they deliberately challenge decisions which were 
derived from formally legitimate processes of democratic ordering. In 
other cases, movements physically attack democratic institutions—
for example, in January 2021, when right-wing protesters stormed the 
United States Capitol to attempt to block the ratification of Joe Biden’s 
election. Democratic state institutions also react in varying ways, rang-
ing from facilitating and cooperating with protestors to policing pro-
tests digitally and offline, even through physical clashes in the streets 
(Della Porta and Filleule 2007; Passavant 2021; Trottier and Fuchs 2015). 
Protest is a constitutive part of consolidated democratic orders, con-
straining, reshaping, and contesting democratic institutions. The for-
mation of democratic orders is thus constantly subjected to change and 
re-interpretation—not least as a result of the interpretative work of ac-
tivists who advocate for reorganizing the social, political, and economic 
sphere.
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interweaving democratic theory and 
social movement studies

The analysis of protest should go beyond studying particular demands or 
forms of organizing. A convincing analytical framework has to take into 
account that protest often negotiates and points toward fundamental so-
cial issues, as well as questions of democratic coexistence. Accordingly, 
linking social movement scholarship with democratic theory advances 
the interconnection of two scholarly traditions engaged in the under-
standing of political protest.

Social movement studies focuses on the conditions favoring the 
emergence of protest movements as well as their success (Della Porta and 
Diani 2006; McAdam et al. 2001; Offe 1985). It lays out a range of different 
characterizations of protest and thoroughly analyzes how protest inter-
acts with and affects political institutions (Bosi et al. 2017; Meyer 2003). 
Furthermore, social movement studies provides a sharp understanding of 
the meanings, ideas, and identities that emerge from contentious prac-
tices (Benford and Snow 2000; Melucci 1996; Polletta and Jasper 2001). It 
analyzes how protest developed as a form of political participation and 
scrutinizes the ways in which it continues to change modern societies. In 
addition to these structuralist approaches and actor-centered analyses, 
the cultural turn in the field encouraged greater attentiveness to dynamic 
conceptions of democracy that emerge within social movements (Della 
Porta 2013; Flesher Fominaya 2020).

Democracy as a concept and as a specific political form, as well as 
challenges to democratic politics and societies, are the primary concerns 
of democratic theory. Consequently, in this scholarly subfield, protest is 
always discussed against the concurrent conceptual and normative back-
ground and its underlying premises. Traditionally, democratic theorists 
concentrated on the institutional structures of democracy and treated 
protest as its civil society counterpart (Dahl 1971). But as the critique lev-
eled at established institutions grew and it became evident that mod-
ern democracies were changing shape, protest was increasingly viewed 
as a crucial democratic practice (Ercan and Gagnon 2014; Merkel and 
Kneip 2018; Thaa and Volk 2018). In light of tendencies of depoliticiza-
tion, privatization, and individualization, participatory approaches have 
regarded protest movements as an undeniable indicator of a strong pub-
lic sphere and engaged self-governing of the people (Habermas 1996; 
Rollo 2017; Young 2001). Radical and agonistic approaches to democratic 
theory emphasize how democracy can be perpetually reconfigured and 
reconstituted. Protest is conceptualized as a prime example of how pol-
itics-as-usual—which limits rather than expresses democratic political 
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norms—can be effectively disrupted (Disch 2021; Rancière 1999; Wenman 
2013).2 Thus, democratic theory attempts to offer far-reaching interpreta-
tions of the complex relationship of protest with both democratic institu-
tions and democratic ideas.

Combining these two fields of study generates strong synergies for 
a multifaceted analysis of protest under present-day conditions. Social 
movement studies provides thorough analyses of beliefs, practices, struc-
tures, and performances of protest. Democratic theory contributes a 
comprehensive understanding of democratic processes within and out-
side the democratic constitutional state. In that sense, democratic theory 
accounts for a substantive conceptual and normative reflection of social 
and political developments.

Leveraging these respective strengths, we argue for a research process 
that focuses on how democratic norms and ideas are articulated within 
protest, as well as the way in which protest is negotiated through the 
democratic order. Interweaving these two approaches enables us to theo-
rize the interrelationship of protest and the democratic order by expand-
ing upon empirical case studies. Building on a strong empirical basis, we 
can analyze processes of social and political transformation more closely 
and evaluate the emancipatory (and reactionary) potential of protest for 
democratic institutions and forms of life.

In this special issue, our aim is to deepen our conceptual understanding 
of forms of protest and thereby gain further insight into social and political 
developments within modern democratic societies. Protest aims to influence 
government and parliament via the formation of communicative power and 
is complemented by integrative and productive modes of political engage-
ment. These forms of engagement may galvanize or impair democracy—
but regardless, they are surely shaped and influenced by democratic ideas 
and institutions. We are interested in how and to what extent democracy is 
imagined, negotiated, and transformed within protest, and how democratic 
orders and politics shape the formation and progression of protest. Looking 
at contemporary as well as past episodes of contention, we ask: What is the 
meaning and significance of political protest for modern democratic societ-
ies? Under what conditions do we understand political protest as an eman-
cipatory and democratic practice? What are useful concepts to capture the 
current transformations of democratic orders and protest?

this special issue

This special issue assembles articles that engage with the interrelation-
ship of protest and democratic orders from a variety of theoretical and 
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empirical perspectives. The first half of the special issue contributes to 
the epistemic and normative terms by which protest may be understood 
and assessed as democratic practice. Erin Pineda (Smith College) traces 
connections between the civil rights movement and anti-colonial strug-
gles to argue that civil disobedience may be understood as a decolonizing 
praxis that challenges global white supremacy and democratizes spaces, 
structures, and subjectivities. Bridging two strands of agonist democratic 
theory, Oliver Marchart (University of Vienna) argues that popular pro-
test is best understood as an awakening democratic sovereign, which 
may sublimate antagonism into agonism, but may also enact democracy 
by challenging the very rules of such political conflict. Christian Volk 
(Humboldt University) offers terms for evaluating the democratic quality 
of protest—whether reformist, transformational, or emancipatory—and 
addresses depoliticization as a mechanism of domination within demo-
cratic orders, conceptualizing protest that contests this mode of domina-
tion as a reappropriation of the democratic promise.

The issue then turns to explorations of both the practical mecha-
nisms and normative implications of protest as democratic practice. Cris-
tina Flesher Fominaya (Aarhus University) looks to recent examples of the 
15M movement in Spain, the pro-democracy movement in Hong Kong, 
and the Taiwanese g0v (gov zero) civic tech activists to explore the spe-
cific mechanisms by which social movements translate democratic imag-
inaries and practice into democratic innovation, within and beyond the 
event. José Medina (Northwestern University) argues that public protest 
is a “central communicative mechanism of dialogic democracy,” and that 
both protests of solidarity and “echoing” protests are democratic obliga-
tions, borne in relation to positionality. Finally, Paolo Gerbaudo (King’s 
College London) asserts that, by lowering the threshold of participation 
to passive reaction, digitalization transforms politics into a model of re-
active democracy, pushing us further away from the ideal of participatory 
democracy.

Jason Frank’s (Cornell University) work has been pivotal to contem-
porary scholarship on democratic protest. His latest book, The Democratic 
Sublime: On Aesthetics and Popular Assembly (Oxford University Press, 2021), 
examines how popular assemblies during the age of democratic revolu-
tions yielded aesthetic repertoires and imaginaries that still shape dem-
ocratic politics today. This special issue ends with a symposium on The 
Democratic Sublime, with three esteemed interlocutors (Karuna Mantena, 
Yale University; Adom Getachew, University of Chicago; Sofia Näsström, 
Uppsala University), with a response from the author.
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	 abstract: Can civil disobedience be transnationalized? This question 
presumes civil disobedience to be a fundamentally domestic concept—one 
constitutively tied to both the nation-state and the normative underpinnings 
of liberal, constitutional democracies. This article shows how this assump-
tion mistakes one version of civil disobedience’s twentieth-century intellec-
tual history for the whole of it, and risks reproducing binaries (domestic vs. 
international, democracies vs. non-democracies) that trouble attempts to 
theorize the transnational. Turning to an alternative intellectual history—a 
network of civil rights and anticolonial activists—reveals a novel theory of 
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civil disobedience and the transnational turn

Can civil disobedience be transnationalized? This is the urgent question 
posed by scholars about the current landscape of grassroots dissent, as 
people across the globe confront poverty, violence, and statelessness; the 
unaccountable power of exploitative and extractive global industries; 
and ecological crisis at a truly planetary scale. From unauthorized bor-
der-crossings to transnational labor solidarity to climate change activ-
ism, the very movement of contemporary movements transgresses state 
boundaries and the challenges the logics of citizenship, civility, obliga-
tion, and popular sovereignty that are frequently attached to civil dis-
obedience. Consequently, the attention of theorists of civil disobedience 
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has recently—and increasingly—turned toward the transnational, in 
order to address struggles over immigration and migrant criminaliza-
tion, against austerity and the unaccountability of supranational finan-
cial and governance institutions, and in the midst of political inaction to 
address the climate crisis (Aitchison 2021; Allen 2011, 2017; Cabrera 2010; 
Celikates 2015, 2019; Cooke 2021; Niesen 2019; Ogunye 2015; O’Sullivan, 
McCausland & Brenton 2017; Scheuerman 2015, 2018, 2019; Smith 2017; 
Smith and Cabrera 2015; Volk 2019).

Yet within this scholarship the application of civil disobedience to 
transnational struggles presents a puzzle: civil disobedience, though long 
deployed by activists across and beyond state boundaries, appears nor-
matively tied to the form of the nation-state—and in particular to the 
justificatory logics, membership conditions, and civic life of liberal, con-
stitutional democracies. Within this framework, civil disobedience is a 
disruptive, dramatic, but ultimately democratic practice that relies on 
the ties between fellow citizens and each other (such that civil disobedi-
ents address themselves to those with whom they share civic relations 
and the status of free, equal members) as well as between citizens and 
the state (such that civil disobedients position themselves as among the 
rightful, collective authors of legitimate laws and policies). The problem, 
as Peter Niesen suggests, is that civil disobedience was “specifically tai-
lored for statist polities,” and formulated as a way to address “citizens’ 
disagreement with existing law” (Niesen 2019: 37). Thus, the question 
is not simply whether civil disobedience can operate transnationally (it 
plainly and obviously does), but how it can be justified and more fully 
conceptualized in this global context given the its specifically, meaning-
fully domestic, normative logic.

This article is an invitation to question the assumptions that pro-
duce the question of transnationalizing civil disobedience as a question 
at all—the idea that civil disobedience is, in some fundamental way, a 
constitutively domestic concept that now requires spatial and normative 
stretching so that it can step beyond borders, and out of its nation-state 
containers. This assumption, while familiar and even unremarkable to 
political philosophers, is striking in the context of a history of civil dis-
obedience—as deployed by activists around the world—that has long 
been transnational, as activists travelled to, strategized with, and adapted 
from one another, and as they conceptualized and sat within structures 
of worldwide scope. Similarly, it stands in stark contrast to decades of em-
pirical political science and sociology research on the strategies, norms, 
and dynamics of transnational activism, which has included amongst its 
“repertoires of contention” direct action, nonviolent resistance, and civil 
disobedience (e.g., Keck and Sikkink 1998; Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink 
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2002; Olesen 2005, 2011; Tarrow 2012). Why has this transnational, intel-
lectual inheritance not mattered more, or featured more prominently, in 
accounts which attempt to attend to contemporary global structures of 
injustice, or movements which cut across polities and borders?

In what follows, I suggest that the dilemma of transnationalization 
encountered by normative theorists of disobedience is, at least in part, 
a manufactured one—a product of the practices and assumptions of 
political philosophy rather than a necessary entailment of the concept 
itself. I contend that theorists have implicitly constructed civil disobedi-
ence within a “Westphalian frame” (Fraser 2009; Scheuerman 2015) that 
shapes the concept’s context, role, and justification. In part, they have 
done so by prioritizing one particular intellectual history of the concept 
of civil disobedience (its development out of a liberal Rawlsian frame-
work) over and against an under-explored alternative (its development of 
civil disobedience through an interconnected network of civil rights and 
anticolonial activist praxis). The particularities of the former—structured 
by sharp distinctions between the domestic and the international and 
between liberal democratic states and non-liberal-democratic states—
produce civil disobedience as a particular kind of domestic concept, one 
that both stands in need of transnationalization and also resists it. In this 
way, the reliance on a (broadly) Rawlsian starting point for conceptualiz-
ing civil disobedience stymies efforts to think the transnational in two 
ways: first, by ignoring a rich intellectual history of activist praxis as a 
source of political theoretic insight; and second, by reproducing and im-
plicitly solidifying the very binaries (domestic/international; democratic/
non-democratic states) that an account of transnational disobedience 
must scrutinize and destabilize.

To trouble these binaries and multiply the conceptual resources avail-
able for transnationalizing civil disobedience, I suggest that we pluralize 
its history of political thought, taking seriously the idea that disobedi-
ent activists themselves produce political theories of their own—whose 
orienting frameworks, motivating questions, and normative vocabular-
ies may depart significantly from those adopted by scholars, even those 
scholars writing about them (on this, see e.g., Celikates 2015; Inouye 2021; 
Kelley 2003; Livingston 2018; Pineda 2015, 2021).1 I then provide one ex-
ample of how we might go about this pluralization, by revisiting the way 
that civil rights and anticolonial activists moved across seemingly dispa-
rate contexts to construct a world in motion against linked structures 
of racist imperialism, colonial rule, apartheid, and Jim Crow, producing 
a novel account of civil disobedience. Across decades of exchange and 
transit, civil disobedience emerged as a decolonizing praxis—a form of ac-
tion that could liberate oneself and others from the fear and violence 
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that defined global white supremacy, and transform the structures and 
relations of racist, colonial domination. Rather than producing a domes-
tic concept that needs to be stretched to accommodate an era of trans-
national activism, this alternative lineage offers novel resources for the 
theory and practice of civil disobedience in the present.

from domestic to transnational

How is the concept of civil disobedience contained within and defined by 
the political form of the nation-state? What history of political thought 
produces the nation-state as the presumed, proper context for interpret-
ing and justifying civil disobedience? At the broadest level, contemporary 
theories of civil disobedience have been informed by the same “Westpha-
lian political imaginary” that Nancy Fraser identifies in public sphere the-
ory more generally: theorists of disobedience have “tacitly assumed the 
frame of a bounded political community with its own territorial state” 
(Fraser 2009: 77; see also Dryzek 2012). As one variant of a broader “meth-
odological nationalism” (Wimmer and Schiller 2002) that remains perva-
sive in political science, this Westphalian frame provides the normative 
context within which civil disobedience appears as a problem in need of 
philosophical investigation, and shapes the core pieces of its political role 
and justification. While theories of civil disobedience are many and var-
ied, many presume that the locus of public political authority lies within 
the sovereign state, and that disobedient protesters are acting in their 
capacity as citizens addressing one another and the state. Moreover, it is 
only where laws are presumed to be the product of legitimate processes 
of collective, democratic decision-making that their violation in protest 
becomes normatively troubling and requires special defense. Thus, not 
just the nation-state, but the domestic liberal-democratic order, supplies 
the proper context for constructing the problem of disobedience (law-
breaking that violates a citizen’s obligation to follow the same rules as 
their fellow citizens) and for understanding its democratic resolution 
(constructing civil disobedience such that it supports rather than destabi-
lizes legitimate public authority and democratic decision-making).

We can better appreciate how this operates by examining one par-
ticularly influential form of this argument. Over the past fifty years, 
scholarship on civil disobedience has often proceeded by arguing with 
and against the influential “liberal model” developed in mid-century 
Anglo-American political philosophy, most notably, in the work of John 
Rawls.2 For Rawls, the state is not just one political institution or associa-
tion among others; due to its coercive capacities and primacy over other 
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associations, the state’s legal order can be said to have “final authority 
over a certain well-defined territory.” As he writes in A Theory of Justice, 
“What distinguishes a legal system is its comprehensive scope and its 
regulative powers with respect to other associations. The constitutional 
agencies that it defines generally have the exclusive legal right to at least 
the more extreme forms of coercion” (Rawls 1971, 236). The state not only 
wields these “more extreme” coercive powers over us, but also provides 
a set of “public rules” that regulate individual conduct in order to enable 
and maintain the conditions of social cooperation. In this way, states put 
citizens into particular relations with each other: the legal order of states 
“constitute grounds upon which persons can rely on one another and 
rightly object when their expectations are not fulfilled” (ibid. 235). It is, 
in part, because the state “permanently impacts our life prospects more 
decisively than other institutions,” William Scheuerman notes of Rawls, 
that “politics ultimately concerns the question of how best to shape gov-
ernment and its laws” (Scheuerman 2018: 71). Civil disobedience, then, 
is a means of last resort for citizens to engage in this question—how to 
reshape their government and its laws—under conditions of injustice.

Yet the state is more than a merely coercive entity; it is also, for 
Rawls, a normative one. Although a wide range of states may lay claim to 
primacy—the ability, if not the right, to exercise final, coercive power over 
other forms of association—it is a particular kind of state that can lay 
claim to exercising legitimate authority. It is in these settings that civil dis-
obedience becomes a question at all—a morally intelligible, potentially 
effective form of action that nevertheless requires special justification. 
“The problem of civil disobedience,” as Rawls puts it, “arises only within 
a more or less just democratic state for those citizens who recognize and 
accept the legitimacy of the constitution” (Rawls 1971: 363). In states that 
are “well-ordered for the most part”—those that largely protect the fun-
damental interests and basic rights of free and equal citizens, and secure 
the terms of fair social cooperation between them, however imperfectly—
citizens have an obligation to obey the law, owing to the natural duty to 
maintain and support just institutions. These states are marked by a dual 
nature: on the one hand, they are mostly just, and so cultivate in citizens 
a “commonly shared conception of justice” (ibid. 365) and an identifica-
tion with core, constitutional principles that express that sense; on the 
other hand, “some serious violations of justice nevertheless do occur,” 
including sustained and systemic violations of basic rights and liberties 
(ibid. 363, 365–66). It is because of the latter possibility that breaking the 
law in protest can be justified, and may indeed be crucial for the stability 
of just institutions over time; it is because of the former condition that 
civil disobedience can succeed at all, or be received as a significant moral 

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   15 9/8/2022   10:06:43 PM



16 Democratic Theory � Winter 2022

appeal worthy of its designation as “civil”—something more than a coer-
cive effort on the part of a minority to override the democratic decisions 
of a majority.

In contrast to other theorists of political obligation and civil disobe-
dience, Rawls does not tie the duty to obey the law to citizen’s mem-
bership in the polity but instead to a natural duty of justice. Even so, 
the boundaries of the liberal-democratic state fully define his view of 
civil disobedience—its proper objects (the domestic laws and policies of 
a largely well-ordered and bounded polity) as well as its rightful practi-
tioners (citizens of the polity, bound by its laws and shaped by its insti-
tutions) and audiences (the majority of fellow citizens, as well as state 
officials, who mutually identify with the same constitutional ideals). This 
way of framing the philosophical question of civil disobedience—the con-
texts in which it does, and does not, pose a normative problem—likewise 
shapes the kinds of claims, the forms of action, and the normative vo-
cabulary presumably available to disobedients within the constitutional 
nation-state, and sets the terms of their proper interpretation. Claims are 
limited, for Rawls, to laws that violate equal liberties and the principle of 
equal opportunity; and such claims are properly interpreted by citizens 
as well as theorists as appeals to the majority’s sense of justice, and to 
the principles of the constitutional order. Action is likewise limited: civil 
disobedience must express what Rawls famously called “fidelity to law,” 
or the idea that disobedient activists remain committed to the existing 
order and to the rule of law. Activists communicate this commitment “by 
the public and nonviolent nature of the act, by the willingness to accept 
the legal consequences of one’s conduct” (Rawls 1971: 366). Necessary 
transformations occur, in the wake of civil disobedience, because using 
these means, activists successfully appeal to the “sense of justice” of a 
democratic majority: disrupting politics-as-usual and dramatizing the gap 
between shared ideals and an unjust reality persuades majorities of the 
importance of the matter, while remaining nonviolent and demonstrat-
ing commitment to the rule of law distinguishes disobedient democrats 
from criminals and rebels alike. While Rawls alludes to the need for and 
potential justifiability of more militant forms of rebellion outside this 
context, whether in the international realm or in other kinds of states, 
he has little to say about these cases. For him, the “nearly just state” is a 
domestic condition as well as a liberal-democratic one, and it alone is the 
proper context for civil disobedience.

Though enormously influential, Rawls’s theory of civil disobedience 
has been criticized for its narrowness since its first publication (e.g., Ar-
endt 1972; Singer 1973; Zinn 1968). Democratic theorists, in particular, 
have long taken issue with the limitations Rawls places on the kinds of 
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claims that can be made—ruling out disobedience over economic inequal-
ities or the deficits of democratic institutions, for instance—as well as the 
role it can play—serving as a liberal check against democratic majorities 
rather than an expression of popular sovereignty or an avenue for demo-
cratic participation, contestation, and deliberative engagement (see, e.g., 
Habermas 1985; Markovits 2005; Smith 2004, 2015). Yet as Scheuerman 
(2018: 76) points out, many of the features of civil disobedience—its defin-
ing forms of action—at the heart of the Rawlsian theory remain central for 
many of these theorists, along with the statist assumptions underpinning 
them, albeit reformulated and meaningfully democratized. Indeed, some 
versions of democratic disobedience are more firmly tied to the domestic 
context of constitutional democracy than their Rawlsian alternative: by 
drawing on conceptions of political obligation that rely on the principle 
of fair play amongst participants in a democratic order (e.g., Singer 1973) 
or by linking the justifiability of civil disobedience to citizens’ authorship 
of laws or their right to participate in the deliberative processes that form 
them (e.g., Markovits 2005; Smith 2004, 2015), many democratic theorists 
have explicitly made civil disobedience a question for the demos as such. 
What matters for these theorists is not simply membership within a par-
ticular political community bound by law, but the specific ties that mem-
bers of democratic communities enjoy with each other and the state—as 
joint authors and subjects of a law that is legitimate, and thus should not 
be violated but for good reason and in the right way (typically, nonvio-
lently and with acceptance of legal punishment). In this way, as Niesen 
argues, “the term ‘civil’ in civil disobedience . . . seems to entail a mem-
bership condition: All and only members of the collective subjected to 
its laws are entitled to contest those laws in this function” (Niesen 2019: 
37). Consequently, the challenge of the transnational context is that it 
remains unclear “whether constellations beyond states provide suitable, 
functionally equivalent status conditions” (ibid.).

This is the intellectual lineage that necessitates, but also structures, 
much of the “transnational turn” in civil disobedience theory. Even as it 
produces the need for a category of global or transnational civil disobedi-
ence, it simultaneously reaffirms the status of civil disobedience proper 
(free from globalizing modifiers) as a domestic, bounded concept with 
constitutive connections to liberal, constitutional democracies. In this 
way, many efforts to globalize civil disobedience are marked by dual strat-
egies of extension and discontinuity, which together maintain the binaries 
between the domestic and inter- or transnational liberal democracy and 
non-liberal democracy that shaped the Rawlsian theory.3 Below, I show 
how the logic of extension and discontinuity both require and undercut 
each other.
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Extension and discontinuity

The logic of extension operates by first reaffirming the core features of 
the liberal-democratic account of domestic disobedience, and then find-
ing plausible analogues at the global level. In the absence of a singular, 
shared, global legal and political order, the fit is never exact; there is no 
transnational equivalent to the sovereign state or democratic constitu-
tion, and there can be no strong assumptions about a globally shared po-
litical culture, identity, or “sense of justice.” Even so, the strategy builds 
on the credibility and legitimacy of the domestic account to try to as-
semble a convincing set of close-enough equivalents beyond the state. 
William Smith’s (2017) theory of civil disobedience as “transnational dis-
ruption” is illustrative here.4

After rehearsing the Rawlsian account and noting its statist assump-
tions, Smith traces the challenges for conceptualizing transnational dis-
obedience, given the institutional, normative, and political complexity 
of the international realm. As he argues, at the inter-and transnational 
level, societies—and the peoples who live within them—are interre-
lated through webs of treaties, networks, and international institutions, 
through the movement of people and capital flows across borders, and 
through shared (but uneven) vulnerability to “global risks such as cli-
mate change, devastation of ecosystems, transnational crime and terror-
ism, and cross-border financial and economic activity and instability” 
(Smith 2017: 480). Owing to this complexity, Smith adapts the dynamics 
of domestic disobedience to suit these internationalized and multilay-
ered conditions: where domestic disobedience is directed toward a na-
tional majority’s sense of justice, transnational disobedience can speak 
to multiple publics at different scales (national, international, global); 
where domestic disobedience dramatizes a failure to live up to constitu-
tional principles at the heart of a liberal democratic order, transnational 
disobedience appeals to the normative values implicit in the “treaties, 
conventions or other regulatory norms” (ibid. 500) that are the “appro-
priate source of authority in international or global contexts” (ibid. 485). 
While Smith makes other adjustments, he nevertheless retains Rawls’s 
definition of civil disobedience (a “public, nonviolent, conscientious and 
unlawful mode of address”) (Smith 2017: 479), and likewise positions 
transnational disobedience as an expression of “fidelity to law”—an ap-
peal to global and international norms still in formation, which provide 
“latent resources that can be tapped by social critics to facilitate self-cor-
rection, progress and reform” (ibid. 485–486).

Thus, the strategy of extension produces a concept of transnational dis-
obedience that functions in near-parallel ways to its domestic counterpart 
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and is consequently justifiable for analogous reasons. This enables Smith 
and others to piggyback off of the widely accepted legitimacy of civil dis-
obedience in the domestic, liberal-democratic case in order to make an 
argument for legitimacy in the transnational one. But note that this strat-
egy also entails imposing discontinuities between the domestic/democratic 
and the transnational: Where the international order is a complex web of 
states, non-state institutions, peoples, publics, and processes whose inter-
actions produce multi-scalar, overlapping, and often conflicting sources 
of norms and authority, the domestic democratic order remains simple: 
a single society oriented around a singular source of normative author-
ity (the democratic state and its laws), comprised of a singular public, 
and sharing in a singular set of public, political principles. The dynam-
ics of globalization and what Smith calls “internationalization” have not 
disturbed the straightforward, Rawlsian interpretation of domestic dis-
obedience, nor the straightforward Rawlsian interpretation of the state. 
Just as Temi Ogunye (2015) preserves the “nearly just state” as the proper 
interpretive and political context for domestic disobedience in order 
to extend a reformulated notion of this concept into the international 
sphere, Smith imagines transnational disobedience from the perspec-
tive “of persons in society that are internally structured on more or less 
democratic lines,” and which are then embedded in relations with other 
societies internationally (Smith 2017: 480). Though Smith does not clar-
ify why he theorizes the international order as comprised of democratic 
states, this move serves an important, if unstated, purpose: it reaffirms 
the necessary connection between civil disobedience and the particular 
context of the liberal-democratic state, so that the theoretical, normative 
resources provided by the account of domestic disobedience can be both 
preserved and projected (in modified fashion) into a non-democratic in-
ternational realm. At the same time, the problem of transnationalization 
as it is understood—how to take a democratic, domestic concept and apply it to 
a non-democratic international context?—demands that the domestic and the 
international (as well as the democratic and non-democratic) be concep-
tualized as discontinuous.5

As Christian Volk argues, the contemporary “transnational constel-
lation” necessarily disrupts the bases for these discontinuities, and—I 
would argue—renders the prospects of extension equally suspect. “Today, 
the globalized financial economy,” Volk writes, following Manuel Castells 
(2003: 236), “operates through and beyond distinct spatial settings, dis-
solves traditional and well-established binary patterns and boundaries 
(local vs global, territorialized vs de-territorialized, digital vs non-digital, 
institutionalized vs non-institutionalized), and establishes translocal to-
pographies of financial-economic action around the world” (Volk 2019: 
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102). The nature of state authority, domestic citizenship, and the rule of 
law—crucial linkages between Rawlsian civil disobedience and the domes-
tic context—have been thoroughly transformed, producing new forms of 
domination within and across states.6 At the same time, and owing to 
these same transformations, we might be skeptical of transnationalized 
Rawlsian conceptions of disobedience because of the way they tend to 
prospectively constitutionalize the international, pegging the legitimacy 
of transnational disobedience to its approximate correspondence to con-
stitutionalized domestic disobedience. Such approaches partake in and 
reinforce what Merve Fejzula has called “methodological republicanism,” 
or the “tendency to see constitutional, liberal democratic republican state 
forms”—or their suitably cosmopolitan-ized equivalents—“and their at-
tendant political imaginaries as the primary expression” of transnational 
activism and struggles for decolonization (Fejzula 2021: 479).7

If one set of objections to this form of the transnational turn focuses 
on the peculiar conditions of contemporary global financialization, we 
might similarly note how the twentieth-century Rawlsian account of do-
mestic disobedience was already inadequate to the shape of the world it 
purported to theorize. While disobedience theorists of the transnational 
turn sometimes proceed as if globalization and transnational movements 
were new phenomena that have only recently forced a problematization 
of the assumptions of a Westphalian frame, global interdependence, 
transnational networks, and cross-border activism are not at all new 
(Rucht 1999). Rawls theorized a politics internal to well-ordered, bounded 
liberal democratic states, yet he theorized amidst a world that had been 
structured not just by sovereign, democratic nation-states and according 
to constitutional principle, but by different configurations of empire and 
according to the techniques of racialized colonial rule and racial-capitalist 
logics of extraction and exploitation (Mills 1997; Getachew 2019). While 
this mismatch—between the Rawlsian frame of the nearly just domestic 
order and the movements against segregation and colonialism contempo-
rary to its development—has been well-noted by recent scholarship (see, 
e.g., Celikates 2016; Livingston 2018; Lyons 1998; Pineda 2021), the logic 
of extension and discontinuity outlined above has the odd effect of re-en-
trenching the domestic frame even while attempting to move beyond it. 
The puzzle of “transnationalizing civil disobedience” domesticates the 
past so that the present can be transnationalized—but transnationalized 
through an extension of a familiar, domestic logic.

In what follows, I turn to an alternative source of theorizing civil 
disobedience through the networks of activist praxis linking Black 
civil rights activists in the United States to anti-colonial activists across 
multiple continents, across four decades of the twentieth century.8 It is 
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my contention that revisiting this history of political thought reveals 
not just a novel theory of civil disobedience—what I label decolonizing 
praxis—but also provides insight into a distinctly anticolonial practice of 
transnational theorizing, one which helps us identify and challenge the 
ideological purpose of the binaries that drive the logic of extension and 
discontinuity: the disavowal of white supremacy as a pervasive and dura-
ble global structure of governance, linking the domestic to the interna-
tional and democratic rule to domination. What is at stake, therefore, is 
both the form of action thought to be constitutive of civil disobedience—
the modes of comportment, proper targets, and theory of change—as 
well as the normative frame and epistemologies through which we make 
sense of it.

Empires of fear and Violence

From within the horizons of civil disobedience theory as I have detailed it 
here, it would seem that the civil rights movement would be an unlikely 
place to look for an account of transnational disobedience, given that 
it is typically taken to be “the definitive case of domestic civil disobedi-
ence,” its connections to Gandhi notwithstanding (let alone Gandhi’s con-
nections to South Africa and beyond) (Allen 2011: 135; see also Markovits 
2005). That assessment has a long political history but is in part driven by 
the subsumption of civil rights activism within the Rawlsian theory and 
liberal-democratic theory more generally—the way it has been taken up 
(and quite literally domesticated) as an example of “fidelity to law,” public 
reason, deliberation, or constitutional patriotism (Pineda 2021). While the 
connection between the movement and Gandhi is often acknowledged 
as contributing to a distinctive form of nonviolent activism, the fact that 
Gandhi’s campaigns were anticolonial ones does not seem to matter at 
all: the movement may have adapted Gandhian “repertoires” of nonvi-
olence, but it is portrayed as acting firmly within domestic boundaries, 
and entirely within its presumed normative context of the liberal-demo-
cratic state. Indeed, as Nikhil Pal Singh (2004: 42–43) has argued, this do-
mestication of the movement has served to disavow “the recurrent force 
of white supremacy” in the United States by situating civil rights activists 
and Black radical intellectuals as operating wholly within the discursive, 
ideological, and political boundaries of US civic nationalism and “Amer-
ican universalism.” This maneuver both misconstrues the content and 
form of Black activism while also severing the US from “the genealogy 
of domination and resistance produced by the expansion of colonial (and 
neocolonial) capitalism” (Singh 2004: 53).

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   21 9/8/2022   10:06:43 PM



22 Democratic Theory � Winter 2022

What follows challenges this presentation, in the spirit of Singh’s 
critique and in the footsteps of scholars who have reconstructed the 
transnational and anticolonial character of Black activism in the US (e.g., 
Getachew 2019; Horne 2008; Kelley 2003; Shilliam 2015; Singh 2004; 
Slate 2011; Tillery 2011). Below, I place the movement within a shared 
world constituted by civil rights and anticolonial activists, out of which 
emerged a new frame for thinking about civil disobedience—not polit-
ical obligation or the justifiability of law-breaking, but the transforma-
tion of subjects and relations defined by global structures of racialized 
domination. In doing this work, activists could not appeal exclusively or 
even primarily to the normative resources already provided by a national 
or international legal-political order, as those had been constitutively 
shaped by imperialism, violence, and racism. Instead, they looked to the 
transformative practice of civil disobedience itself as emancipatory and 
world-building action.

To see this, it is crucial to understand the “problem-space”—the “en-
semble of questions and answers around which a horizon of identifiable 
stakes (conceptual as well as ideological-political stakes) hangs”—within 
which civil rights and anticolonial activists engaged with the question of 
civil disobedience (Scott 2004: 4). In the twentieth century, the conversa-
tion about whether civil disobedience should be used to fight Jim Crow 
in the United States began in earnest, at a national level, with the Indian 
non-cooperation campaign of 1920. The Indian independence movement 
was a matter of sustained, decades-long interest amongst Black Americans, 
as news frequently circulated through the African American press, gen-
erating considerable debate about the relevance of Gandhi’s campaigns 
of nonviolent resistance and civil disobedience for the racial order in the 
United States (Kapur 1992). Gandhi had proposed mass non-cooperation as 
a response to the April 1919 massacre at Amritsar, in which British colonial 
officers fired on thousands of demonstrators convened in violation of a 
ban against political gatherings, killing hundreds. In the months after the 
massacre, the Indian National Congress adopted swaraj—self-rule—as its 
goal for the first time, and Gandhi announced the launch of a large-scale 
noncooperation campaign, marking a final shift away from “an internal 
critique of British rule on grounds of exclusion and inequality” to a more 
radical critique of the “pathologies resulting from the very fact of empire,” 
and a more expansive vision of emancipation (Mantena 2016: 318–319). In 
concert with the Congress and the Islamic Khalifat movement, Gandhi de-
vised a multi-stage program of withdrawal from British-controlled insti-
tutions: beginning with the surrender of titles and offices and the boycott 
of foreign and imported goods; followed by mass resignation from jobs 
with the government, military, and police; and concluding, if necessary, 
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with society-wide tax revolt and other forms of civil disobedience. When 
Gandhi issued the call to escalate the campaign to its final stage of tax 
disobedience in early 1922, demonstrators in Chauri Chaura clashed with 
police, who opened fire. In response, thousands of villagers descended 
on the police station and burned it, killing the policemen trapped inside. 
Gandhi and the Congress immediately suspended the campaign. The Brit-
ish colonial government, meanwhile, arrested Gandhi in March for his 
role in leading noncooperation, and sentenced him to a six-year term. The 
movement was, for the time being, over.

Even so, Indian non-cooperation generated widespread interest in 
the United States, as news circulated through the mainstream and Black 
presses, igniting a conversation about its relevance for the problem of 
American racial hierarchy. The deadly violence wielded by the British was 
all too familiar to Black Americans, who encountered the news through 
the lens of their own vulnerability to racial terror—both state violence and 
sanctioned (tacitly or explicitly) white civilian violence. A few years prior, 
William J. Simmons had announced—with cross aflame—the revival of 
the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, timed with the release of D.W. Griffith’s 
paean to the old Klan in The Birth of a Nation, a film famously screened 
at the White House and praised by Woodrow Wilson. By 1922, the Klan 
boasted over a million members, and its ranks would only continue to 
swell (Rothman 2016). The same set of years were marked by enormous 
anti-Black violence—some of it at the hands of Klansmen, some not. As 
Indian subjects of the Raj were facing down deadly gunfire at Amritsar, 
what civil rights activist James Weldon Johnson would later dub the “Red 
Summer” of 1919 was well underway in the United States—a months-long 
wave of white supremacist violence across more than a dozen cities, com-
prised of massacres, lynching, and white mob action, euphemistically 
reported and remembered as “race riots” (Johnson 1935: 341). With one 
eye on the flow of blood in Black neighborhoods across the country, and 
another on anticolonial agitation in India and Ireland, Johnson mused in 
the pages of New York Age about the consequences should Gandhi prove 
successful: “it will mean a new hope for independence and self-determi-
nation on the part of those peoples and groups who are prohibited the 
possession of the implements of force.” The triumph of nonviolent resis-
tance over the British in India could signal nothing less than the end of 
white domination: “If non-cooperation brings the British to their knees 
in India,” he concluded, “there is no reason why it should not bring them 
to their knees in Africa, nor is there any reason why it should not bring 
the white man to his knees in the South” (Johnson 1922: 4).

There were, of course, notable differences between the Indian con-
text and the United States that raised doubts about the applicability of 
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Gandhi’s methods to the “empire of Jim Crow”—though they were not 
the differences that we might expect (Horne 2008: 17). What worried com-
mentators like sociologist E. Franklin Frazier was not that India was a 
colony and America a democracy, but that by comparison to the regular 
excesses of Jim Crow violence, the British Raj appeared both measured 
and restrained. What would mass nonviolence do, Frazier worried, but 
loudly announce that Black Americans would not defend themselves 
from physical attacks and assaults—that they were voluntarily abdicat-
ing a right to defend themselves? How else, he asked, “are we to meet 
the attitude of those supposedly civilized intellectuals of the South, who, 
according to Frank Tannenbaum, would resort to a general slaughter of 
Negroes rather than give them justice, but show a greater reluctance in 
the face of the growing disposition on the part of Negroes to retaliate?” 
(Frazier 1924: 58). Frazier’s reference here is to Darker Phases of the South, 
Tannenbaum’s 1922 investigation of the rise of the new Ku Klux Klan in 
which he argued that white racial violence was based on a deep-seated 
fear. “There is an underlying current of apprehension that the South will 
be outstripped in population by the colored against the white,” Tannen-
baum wrote in that work. “It is fear of losing grip upon the world, of 
losing caste, of losing control. . . . It is the factor that underlies much of 
the talk of inferiority—of pointing a moral why it [desegregation] must 
not, why it cannot, why it may not happen” (Tannenbaum 1922: 162). 
In Tannenbaum’s estimation, it was this bedrock fear that animated the 
persistent racial terror of Klan rule—a fear so powerful and yet so discon-
nected from social reality that it continually overwhelmed the potential 
of moral suasion, education, or law to restrain it. As he reported, “I recall 
talking to a man—a man of high standing in his State, a scholar of much 
learning, and he said to me: ‘We will paint this State red before we paint 
it black’” (Tannenbaum 1922: 162–163).9

It was this precise coupling of fear and violence that convinced Fra-
zier of the inadequacy of nonviolent resistance and civil disobedience: 
“Suppose,” he granted, “there should arise a Negro Gandhi to lead Ne-
groes without hate in their hearts to stop tilling the fields of the South 
under the peonage system; to cease paying their taxes to States that keep 
their children in ignorance; and to ignore the iniquitous disenfranchise-
ment of Jim-Crow laws” (Frazier 1924: 59). The result, Frazier suggested, 
would not be freedom or even reform, but a bloodletting of unrivaled 
brutality: “I fear we would witness an unprecedented massacre of de-
fenseless black men and women in the name of Law and Order and there 
would scarcely be enough Christian sentiment in America to stay the 
flood of blood” (ibid.). In the midst of decades of lynch law and witness-
ing a virulent Klan revival, Frazier’s concerns were certainly weighty. The 
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plausibility of nonviolent struggle in the context of the American racial 
order—with its nightrider vigilantes and official acceptance of extreme 
anti-Black violence—was neither obvious nor inevitable. Frazier’s press-
ing concern demanded an answer: if white Americans fundamentally 
feared Black power, and that fear routinely led to violence, how could 
nonviolence offer a way to press demands without leaving Black com-
munities thoroughly disarmed in the face of reprisals? Making the case 
for mass civil disobedience akin to Gandhi’s satyagraha would require a 
significant amount of work in order to establish a basic commonality 
between the plight of Indians and African Americans: a common state of 
subjection to racialized oppression, and thus mutual participation in a 
task that was “world wide,” as another commentator put it (Jackson 1921: 
16). It required activists to imagine, create, and sustain a shared world.

a decolonizing praxis

In a 1959 article for Ebony magazine, Martin Luther King, Jr.—newly re-
turned from a trip to India—recounted the warm reception he received 
there in the following terms: “We were looked upon as brothers with the 
color of our skin as something of an asset.” This seemingly simple state-
ment of racial fraternity in fact reflected years of forged solidarities, ex-
perimental activism, and political exchange between Black America and 
India. King’s statements tapped into an idea of a shared struggle against 
linked problems—making common cause against a common cause—that 
had been decades in the making. As he continued in his article, “[t]he 
strongest bond of fraternity was the common cause of minority and co-
lonial peoples in America, Africa, and Asia who now struggle to throw 
off racialism and imperialism.” While referencing, in brief, the potential 
structural differences between “minority” and “colonial” peoples, King 
nevertheless depicted them as united, joined in a common fight against 
a shared set of problems: “racialism” and “imperialism.” King was one 
of a long line of prominent African American leaders to think in these 
terms; many perceived in the Indian independence movement “a strug-
gle that was also theirs” (Kapur 1992: 70). For King, moreover, the lessons 
of this bond were clear: “I left India more convinced than ever before that 
non-violent resistance is the most potent weapon available to oppressed 
people in their struggle for freedom” (King 2005: 65).

King’s statements are reflective of what historian Nico Slate has called 
“colored cosmopolitanism,” a project that linked African Americans and 
Indians from the First World War through Indian independence. In these 
years, as Slate argues, “African Americans and Indians helped engineer 
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one of the most creative and politically significant redefinitions of racial 
borders in the twentieth century—the invention of the colored world” 
(Slate 2011: 65). Even so, the story is also more complicated than a direct 
line between Black America and India might suggest. King’s statements 
about the “common cause” reflect not a simple lineage, but a further wid-
ening of the world of anticolonial struggle in the years after World War II, 
and a shift of its center of gravity from Asia to Africa. King’s imagination 
of the world of nonviolent struggle thus came not just from India, but 
through the circuits of transit and exchange between the United States, 
South Africa, and Ghana that occurred throughout the1950s—transit that 
refashioned the identification of African Americans to Africa, enabling a 
reconstruction of colonization and Jim Crow as related conditions, and 
sustaining the idea of nonviolent civil disobedience as a viable means of 
transforming both.

Through these circuits of transit—which reflected not merely the 
diffusion of tactics or strategies, but the construction of a transnational 
context and so, an entirely new world—figures like Benjamin Mays, Bayard 
Rustin, and ultimately King developed an analysis of “racialism” and “im-
perialism” as domination sustained through fear and violence, and devel-
oped an understanding of mass civil disobedience as a form of action that 
alone could confront and transform those conditions. When, for example, 
Benjamin Mays, dean of Howard’s School of Religion and later president of 
Morehouse College, returned from India in 1937, he focused on the effect 
of Gandhi’s efforts on racial pride and moving a subject population past 
fear. “Mr. Gandhi has gone a long way towards making the Indian people 
proud of their race and proud of their great history,” freeing them from 
years of domination and imposed racial inferiority, Mays wrote—a lesson 
that “Negroes in America can understand and appreciate” (Mays 1937c: 
A9). Mays argued in a series of articles that this newfound pride stemmed 
from the “new conception of courage” that comes from breaking free of 
the “imperialism built on racialism” that defined the British presence in 
India, and learning “to face death, to die, to go to jail for the cause without 
fear and without resorting to violence.” Moreover, because the “problem 
of race is world-wide,” as Mays put it (echoing Jackson before him), the 
Indian example had special pertinence for the “natives of South Africa and 
the Negroes of the United States” who were subject to the most violent 
forms of “race prejudice.” According to him, therefore, the lesson that the 
world ought to learn from “India’s little Brown man” is plain: “when an 
oppressed race ceases to be afraid, it is free” (Mays 1937a: 140–142).

In drawing on the language of fear, fearlessness, and pride, Mays pre-
sented nonviolent action as a demanding choice of the courageous—a 
means of asserting dignity, racial pride, and strength while contesting 

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   26 9/8/2022   10:06:43 PM



Pineda � Beyond (and Before) the Transnational Turn 27

injustice—rather than the default weapon of the weak. Building a non-
violent movement entailed conquering fear of violence, fear of reprisal, 
fear of death; it entailed identifying and calling out white supremacy as 
an empire of fear, maintained as much through the frightened cruelty of 
the oppressor as through the frightened acquiescence of the oppressed. 
In a world built on racist violence, Mays suggested, the nonviolent might, 
in fact, have the strategic edge: “the world is accustomed to dealing with 
men who strike back physically, men who are mentally cruel and men 
who are saturated with fear” (Mays 1937b: 8). Mays’ analysis traveled some 
distance in supplying an answer to the concern that nonviolent direct ac-
tion only left the vulnerable open to outright massacre, and located non-
violence within an empowering and resonant language of self-liberation: 
for him, the Indian example demonstrated how powerful the seemingly 
powerless could be when organized along Gandhian lines, wielding non-
violence against the twinned evils of colonialism and segregation. If the 
language here sounds like Martin Luther King, it is likely not accidental; 
Mays would later become one of King’s key advisors, beginning with his 
years at Morehouse and extending through the end of his life.

This analysis was deepened and extended through engagement with 
the escalation of the South African antiapartheid struggle in the early 
1950s, in the form of the 1952 Defiance Campaign. As political scientist 
Alvin Tillery has argued, in that moment South Africa became “an im-
portant flashpoint in the global confrontation between white suprem-
acy and black equality” (Tillery 2011: 110)—one that held particular 
significance for African Americans interested in nonviolence. The case 
suggested that civil disobedience had force beyond the Indian context; 
and that it had potential applicability under conditions that looked far 
more like Jim Crow than anything African Americans saw in the British 
Raj. Analogies between Jim Crow and apartheid seemed rather straight-
forward to make—as journalists, activists, and politicians routinely ce-
mented the comparability of the South African and US Southern systems 
of white supremacy by rendering “apartheid” as “Jim Crow” in countless 
headlines and articles throughout the years.10 The South African govern-
ment’s apartheid policies were, after all, easily cognizable as Jim Crow 
segregation statutes. At a deeper level, however, many identified in apart-
heid something quite familiar to African Americans: the bedrock of white 
anxiety—the deep-seated fear of losing power—that motivated racial hi-
erarchy and its violent enforcement. As Rustin would later write of the 
Mississippi Delta, “Fear in the Delta is Kenya’s fear; reaction to fear in the 
Delta is South Africa’s reaction” (Rustin 1956: 2).

What activists and organizers like Bayard Rustin (later, the force be-
hind the 1963 March on Washington and a crucial advisor to King) saw 
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through the window of the Defiance Campaign was a continent in mo-
tion against the racial order of colonial rule—and a constellation of move-
ments waging the fight non-violently. As Rustin reported to the readers 
of the Baltimore Afro-American upon returning from his trip to Africa: “The 
continent of Africa is afire. From the Suez Canal to the Cape of Good 
Hope, colonial imperialists face unrest, threats, arson, and open rebel-
lion. Their often proclaimed promise of ‘freedom in time’ is as suspect 
throughout Africa as the ‘time-will-take-care-of-it’ theory is among the 
masses of colored Americans” (Rustin 1952: A5). Though Rustin acknowl-
edged the diversity of tactics being employed on the continent in the 
fight for “freedom now,” in writing that the methods “range from Ghan-
di-like [sic] non-violence to murder and burning” (ibid.)—the former, a 
reference to the Defiance campaign; the latter, the armed struggle of the 
Mau Mau rebellion in Kenya—Rustin made his preferences for the South 
African-style of struggle clear. Sounding notes that would be repeated, all 
but verbatim, to describe the sit-ins that spread throughout the American 
South less than a decade later, Rustin pointed to the use of non-violence 
in South Africa:

Hundreds of men and women, singing a song of freedom, go willingly to 
prison. They refuse to pay fines. In a well-disciplined campaign of civil 
disobedience and non-co-operation, they dare to challenge the oppres-
sive Malan government. Yes, from the Mediterranean to the Cape, Africa 
is afire. (Rustin 1952: A5)

For Rustin, as for Benjamin Mays before him, nonviolent direct action 
offered the possibility of rising up against a militarily-strong oppressor, 
while minimizing the risk of either brutal annihilation or an ever-esca-
lating cycle of retaliatory violence. Challenging racial hierarchy, colonial 
power, and the entrenched interests of white supremacy, Rustin believed, 
would inevitably provoke violence; even the use of non-violence could not 
eliminate this probability. But buoyed by the success of the Indian exam-
ple and its apparent reverberations through South Africa, Rustin thought 
that mass civil disobedience might shift the terms of the struggle off of 
the familiar ground of offensive and defensive violence—the ground that 
segregationists and colonial powers understood and anticipated—while 
opening space for liberation (see D’Emilio 2003: 166–167). Issuing a reply 
to Frazier’s worries three decades before, Rustin intimated that white fear 
was the ultimate source of racist, retaliatory violence—and that white 
fear of armed black movements would only exacerbate this violence. But 
nonviolent direct action also addressed and transformed an equally im-
portant form of fear integral to the maintenance of white supremacy: the 
fear of the oppressed, made to acquiesce to oppression or face the costs of 
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violence unto death (Livingston 2018; Pineda 2015). Nonviolence was not 
submission but defiance in the face of the threat of death—an active, as-
sertive means of action that could both confront and diffuse white racist 
fear; a decolonizing praxis that acted directly on the psychological and 
relational bases of white supremacy in order to transform them.

Thus, the world built by anticolonial and civil rights activists pro-
duced a novel epistemological frame for understanding civil disobedi-
ence—for interpreting its forms of action and defining its logic of change. 
What later looked to Rawls like “fidelity to law” and an appeal to the 
principles of a democratically-constituted domestic order, was something 
else entirely. The enactment of civil disobedience offered a means of 
self-emancipation—a way of transforming the colonized self by enacting 
defiance and courage, even in the very spaces that most viscerally defined 
the problem of colonization: spaces of incarceration and confinement, 
spaces of racial terror and control, spaces of routine humiliation and def-
erence. At the same time, civil disobedience would do its decolonizing 
work outwardly, on white structures, relations, and persons: intervening 
in practices of domination, disrupting daily functioning, arresting pub-
lic attention, and disclosing the otherwise ignored realities of systemic, 
violent, racial rule, so that white citizens were forced to confront their 
complicity. Given white material and psychic investments in hierarchy, 
activists knew that any form of defiance would meet with resistance, and 
likely violent resistance. Yet, guided by the frame of nonviolence as a tool 
of anticolonial liberation, civil disobedience offered a means of using the 
inevitability of this violence against itself. The provocation of civil dis-
obedience, met with a disproportionate and brutal reaction, would reveal 
white rule to itself—shattering the veneer of democratic legitimacy and 
moral integrity that stabilized the political life of the US’s particular form 
of white supremacy.

This is not to say that South Africa—or India, for that matter—was 
particularly on Rosa Parks’s mind when she initiated a year-long rebel-
lion against Montgomery, Alabama’s segregated public transit in 1955—
though both she and E. D. Nixon, one of the organizing forces behind the 
Montgomery Improvement Association, did have their own individual 
links to Gandhian initiatives to use civil disobedience and direct action 
against Jim Crow. Though while anticolonial struggle did not cause an 
American uprising against Jim Crow, Parks and others acted in the midst 
of an “entire world in motion,” as A. Philip Randolph (1942) once put it, 
in which debates played out publicly through the course of decades over 
the terms of anticolonial struggles elsewhere in the world and their rela-
tionship to the fight at home. The anticolonial frame was not a theoret-
ical construct devised and imposed entirely by movement leaders from 
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above, but a live context that connected the domestic grassroots to re-
lated fields of action across a world constructed through this action. This 
context shaped the way that many activists talked about nonviolence and 
disobedience, the way they imagined a universe of global struggle—and 
located their own place within it. They were situated in and active pro-
ducers of an imaginary that linked the two as individual pieces of a larger 
conflict over the fate of white supremacy in all its forms. The question 
that this imaginary provokes is, at some basic level, about what we take 
civil disobedience to be—the logic of it, as well as its point. Is it an answer 
to the dilemma generated by purposeful lawbreaking in a well-ordered 
democracy, within the political context as we already take it to be consti-
tuted? Or can it be, as Volk (2019) has likewise suggested, a world-building 
activity—as well as a means for the dominated to confront and transform 
domination on their own terms?

conclusion

There was always some irony in the insistence that civil disobedience, a 
form of action popularly identified with an idiosyncratic, transtemporal, 
transnational constellation linking King to Gandhi, Thoreau, and Socra-
tes, is inherently domestic and necessarily tied to liberal democracies (on 
this constellation, see Livingston 2018). As I have argued, activists of the 
civil rights movement encountered civil disobedience through transna-
tional linkages with anticolonial movements; it was those connections 
that constituted the world in which civil disobedience appeared as a 
meaningful, transformative form of action. The domestication of the civil 
rights movement has long served an ideological function: by containing 
the civil rights movement within the geographic boundaries of the United 
States, severing it from the anticolonial struggles with which activists 
identified, the movement is more readily interpretable as an agenda for 
domestic reform within the boundaries of an already largely well-ordered 
democracy. This interpretation preserves and further shores up the idea 
that white supremacy was always only exceptional to the deep structure 
of American political life—an idea that remains politically relevant and 
widely in use today (Mills 1997; Singh 2004; Pineda 2021).

At a more abstract level, severing the domestic from the interna-
tional, and liberal democracies from other political orders, imposes a 
particular set of interpretive frames—ones so widely accepted and nat-
uralized so as to appear less like an interpretive choice and more like a 
neutral description of what is—without accounting for the loss entailed 
by doing so. What frames and interpretive possibilities are ruled out, and 
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with them, alternative practices of theorizing and conceptual resources? 
The dynamics of extension and discontinuity that I identified within 
some efforts to transnationalize civil disobedience reinforce and rein-
scribe this problem—preserving “liberal democracy” as a fount of norma-
tivity untouched by global structures of imperialism, white supremacy, 
and capitalism, so that its logics can be scaled upward and outward to 
tame (or should we say, domesticate?) the transnational. In response, I 
have offered an alternative: an attempt to reconstruct one site of trans-
national theorizing, and with it, an alternative set of questions about the 
logic of civil disobedience itself. Operating across what we might assume 
to be radically different political contexts (a liberal democracy, on the 
one hand, and a colonial order, on the other) calling for vastly different 
political projects (integration and reform versus decolonization), civil 
rights and anticolonial activists nevertheless found common cause and 
constructed a world in which their problems and their struggles were 
shared ones. Their histories of political thought challenge some of politi-
cal theory’s well-worn assumptions about the scale of democratic politics, 
its proper normative context and constitutive vocabularies, and the very 
shape of the world activists move within.

My point is not that civil disobedience should be, everywhere and 
always, understood as decolonizing praxis, or that the transnational prac-
tices of the activists I reference here provide the magic key for inter-
preting contemporary transnational activism. Rather, and much more 
modestly, I turn to this example to understand the stakes of reaffirming 
the binaries in play, and in order to pluralize the intellectual resources 
that are taken to be the stuff of political theory, and to which we might 
turn in the face of an entire world in motion.
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	 notEs

 1. As will become clear, my critique of political theories of civil disobedience 
is directed primarily at theories emerging out of mainstream liberal-demo-
cratic political philosophy/theory. This familiar but discipline-specific use of 
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“political theory” and “history of political thought” to refer to works operat-
ing within what empirical social scientists describe as “normative theory” is 
not meant to suggest that political theorizing about civil disobedience occurs 
only within this subfield. Indeed, a different avenue for an article such as this 
would be to explore how “normative” accounts of civil disobedience would 
have to change if they were to engage with empirical social movement work 
as part of its histories of political thought, though I cannot pursue that here. 
Excellent examples of what such work might entail include Hayward (2020) 
and Woodly (2015, 2022).

 2. See Forrester (2019, Chapter 2) for one account of how Rawls’s account of 
civil disobedience became one of the most predominant ones within con-
temporary political philosophy. While in this article I examine Rawls to illus-
trate how a “Westphalian” imaginary haunts efforts to transnationalize civil 
disobedience, the problem is not limited to Rawls. As Fraser (2009) illumi-
nates, it also characterizes Jurgen Habermas’s influential work on the public 
sphere and deliberative democracy (and thus deliberative readings of civil 
disobedience).

 3. My use of “extension” and “discontinuity” here builds on McKean’s critique 
of liberal egalitarian theories of global justice that rely on a “marked discon-
tinuity between domestic and international justice” (McKean 2020: 190).

 4. I draw on Smith here, but Ogunye’s (2015) reinterpretation of the global order 
as a “piecewise just society” and Cooke’s (2021) reformulation of civility and 
civil society function in similar ways. On a “piecewise just society” and its 
relationship to Rawls’s notion of the nearly just state, see Sabl (2001).

 5. This discontinuity likewise seems implicit in work that sets (Rawlsian/liberal) 
civil disobedience aside as inappropriate or inapt for cases of transnational 
activism, but preserves it as a sufficient framework for particular domestic 
cases.

 6. McKean (2020) makes a similar case for understanding the contemporary 
conditions of neoliberalism.

 7. This dynamic is similar to what Volk (2019: 113–114) identifies as a “public 
law bias” in Niesen’s (2019) turn to constituent power. We can likewise see it 
in Scheuerman’s (2019) reading of a “fidelity to law” in the context of post-
nationalization. In this way, the frame of methodological republicanism ap-
pears not just within Rawlsian accounts but within some radical-democratic 
and critical theory ones as well.

 8. The following two sections are adapted from material within Pineda (2021, 
Chapter 2) and appear by permission of Oxford University Press.

 9. Frazier also connects the logic of racial rule in the American South with ra-
cialized colonial domination in India, Ireland, and the Belgian Congo, as well 
as the genocidal settler colonialism of the United States.

10. E.g., “Capetown Commuting on ‘Jim Crow’ basis,” The New York Times, 17 
August 1948, page 8; “Segregation Protested: South Africans Demonstrate 
against Jim Crow Law,” The New York Times, 6 September 1948, page 3; Albion 
Ross, “Johannesburg Like Home to American,” The New York Times, 2 February 
1953, page 8.
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Oliver Marchart

	 abstract: This article contrasts the liberal idea of a “sleeping sovereign” 
with the democratic one of a “sovereign awakened.” The right to protest is 
defended as an expression of popular sovereignty, envisaged as a right to 
popular “self-awakening” instigated by an imperative call of duty not reduc-
ible to a set of liberal individual rights. In contrast to some approaches of 
agonistic democracy, it is argued that democratically breaking the rules of 
the game of liberal democracy is an indispensable dimension of democratic 
protest. Taking into account Étienne Balibar’s thoughts about a rule-break-
ing right to have rights, it is suggested we revisit the French Constitution of 
1793, in which a popular duty to insurrection is enshrined. The article ends 
with the proposal to supplement insurrectionary accounts of sovereignty 
with a Gramscian view that would insist on the necessity of hegemonically 
constructing a democratic “collective will.”

	 keywords: agonistic democracy, antagonism, constituent power, pop-
ular sovereignty, protest, radical democracy

In March 1968, Jacques Dutronc’s chanson Paris s’éveille (“Paris Awakes”) 
climbed to the top of the French charts. Most of the verses paint a post-
card idyll of early morning Paris—including the Eiffel Tower and Arc de 
Triomphe. But with the last verse, the chanson takes a surprising turn: 
“The newspapers are printed / The workers are depressed / The people are 
getting up [Les gens se lèvent] / They’re being bullied / It’s time for me to 
go to bed.” A hint of social criticism? Perhaps, but the cynical volte-face 
with which Dutronc settles on the dividing line between criticism and 
escapism is striking. Faced with harassed workers, the bohemian takes 
refuge in sleep after a night of drinking. Just a few weeks later, however, 
Paris awoke politically. Now, in the second hour of the chanson, students 
and bohemians poured into the streets while workers went on a general 
strike. The political connotation of the phrase les gens se lèvent had by no 
means escaped the protesters: the people rise up—les gens se soulèvent. The 
chanson became the unofficial anthem of the uprising. What is more, 
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while it was taken off the airwaves by the radio stations for this very rea-
son, Jacques Le Glou, a filmmaker from the Situationist circle, wrote new 
lyrics for Paris s’éveille that turn Dutronc’s postcard idyll on its head: cars 
are overturned, the Arc de Triomphe is toppled, the Place Vendôme has 
gone up in smoke, and the Pantheon has fallen off the face of the earth. 
A wildcat strike escalated into a general strike, the levers of power were 
occupied, and “the cops”—in an image taken directly from the repertoire 
of French revolutionary songs—were hanged from the entrails of “the 
parsons.” Now the workers administered their city themselves. The old 
world, the final stanza announces, will perish: “It’s five o’clock / Paris 
awakes / The new world rises / It’s five o’clock / And will never go to sleep.”

Insomnia often characterizes lived experience in situations of upris-
ing and prolonged protest, but this image of political insomnia is more 
than a topos of revolutionary romanticism. Behind the image lies a pos-
tulate of democratic theory, indeed a concept of popular sovereignty: the 
sovereign people do not sleep. Only as an awakened and awake people are 
they sovereign. In the following, I contrast this idea with the opposite one, 
typical for liberal thought, of a sleeping sovereign. My aim is to defend the 
claim that the right to protest should be understood as the fundamental 
constitutional expression of popular sovereignty, and as a right of popular 
“self-awakening” instigated by an imperative call of duty not reducible to 
a set of liberal individual rights. To do this, I give a short outline of the 
school of democratic theory that probably comes closest to this view and 
can provide us with normative support to prove the legitimacy of conflict 
in democracy: the school of agonistic democratic theory. Yet I criticize the 
agonistic understanding of conflict, especially in Chantal Mouffe as per-
haps the most prominent representative of the paradigm, with the argu-
ment that the breaking of the rules of the game, in the sense of antagonism 
rather than agonism, may be an indispensable dimension of democratic 
protest. In such cases, and in contradistinction to Mouffe’s demand for the 
sublimation of antagonism into agonism, one must envisage the democratic 
desublimation of agonisms into antagonism. After a discussion of Étienne 
Balibar’s notions of a rule-breaking right to have rights and of constituent 
power, I claim that the French Constitution of 1793, the first truly demo-
cratic one for a post-Westphalian nation-state, may be the place where a 
solution to the riddle of popular sovereignty could be found.

liberalism’s sleeping sovereign

A truly democratic idea of popular sovereignty—encapsulated in the 
words les gens se lèvent—relates inversely to the liberal one of the people 
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as a “sleeping sovereign,” as uncovered in Hobbes by the intellectual his-
torian Richard Tuck. For Hobbes, the people—in the form of an assembly 
in which all citizens have the right to vote—can fulfil the function of a 
sovereign even if they transfer the power to govern to another entity and 
then withdraw. Thus, for example, in the case of an elective assembly that 
appoints an elective monarch, sovereign power remains with the assembly 
even though it will not reconvene to appoint the next monarch until many 
years later. Comparable to the sleeping hours of a sovereign ruler, the pop-
ular assembly retains its sovereignty even when not in session, the doc-
trine goes. The same holds true, according to Tuck, for acts of sovereignty 
in constitution-making and reform. According to the liberal doctrine, the 
popular sovereign may ratify the basic laws, and then withdraw, as it is 
not the reality of sovereignty that counts, but the mere possibility that the 
sovereign might be resurrected at any time or at some specifiable moment:

On Hobbes’s account, a sovereign can be very thoroughly asleep: in the 
case of an elected monarchy, it might in principle be asleep for sixty or 
seventy years, or even more. Moreover, when awake the sovereign might 
do nothing more than select a new monarch, and promptly fall asleep 
again. So all actual legislation to do with the ordinary lives of the citi-
zens, and all actual power exercised over them, would be in the hands 
of the monarch; yet the monarch would not be sovereign. (Tuck 2015: 91)

The last sentence is of disarming frankness: the sovereign remains 
subjected to the “actual power” of others. This perverted notion of a sub-
jugated sovereignty, characteristic of liberal thought, rests on two pre-
suppositions. First, the scope of action of the popular sovereign is largely 
restricted. Not all that much falls within the purview of its sovereignty: 
the election of deputies to a representative body, the appointment of a 
government or a head of state, should it be done directly, and the confir-
mation or rejection of proposals for fundamental constitutional change. 
Typical of liberalism, the goal is to minimize the waking phases of the 
demos. And, second, sovereign and government are clearly separated so 
that sovereign power remains with the sleeper, while executive power—
as well as simple legislation—can be exercised by others. Whatever the 
merits of the liberal doctrine of a separation of powers, in the world of 
actually existing liberalism it conceals the desire for excluding the demos 
from official business. The common people are allowed to claim sover-
eignty for themselves, provided they refrain from exercising govern-
ment, since their sovereignty, they are told, remains unaffected by its 
submission to the “actual power” of others. The sovereign need only des-
ignate these others and then withdraw, “just as a monarch might appoint 
a vizier before going to sleep” (Tuck 2015: x).
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As counterintuitive as the idea of a subjugated sovereignty is, for 
many liberal thinkers, while purporting to uphold the principle of pop-
ular sovereignty, the disempowerment of the demos lies at the very basis 
of democracy (e.g., Brennan 2016; von Mises [1927] 2006; Przeworski 2003 
Schumpeter [1942] 1994; for a locus classicus of a critique of the restricted 
view of popular participation in post-war liberal-democratic thought, see 
Pateman 1970). The subtitle of Tuck’s book—The Invention of Modern Democ-
racy—is therefore misleading, for the historical invention he reconstructs 
is democratic only if democracy presupposed the almost complete narco-
tization of the demos. Without doubt, Tuck’s book would have been more 
adequately subtitled The Invention of Modern Liberalism, because it is the lib-
eral doctrine that regards the sovereign people as a constitutional fiction 
that must not be allowed to push for self-realization. It is certainly true 
that liberalism does not constitute a homogeneous ideology, but liberal 
doctrines do share common traits (such as their focus on individual rights 
and on private property, most often an idea of negative liberty, a largely 
formal conception of equality, and a belief in the beneficial effects of mar-
ket competition), and they are customarily characterized by a deep distrust 
of actual popular rule—as encapsulated by liberalism’s favorite scarecrow: 
the “tyranny of the majority.” Where firm and convinced neoliberals no 
longer believe in the need for pseudo-democratic window-dressing, they 
do express their view quite openly and unabashedly invoke the merits of a 
sovereign in a coma. Joseph Schumpeter ([1942] 1994), a major inspirational 
source for post-war minimal or pluralist theories of democracy, denied the 
demos its right to political interference for the period between elections.

Nowadays, Jason Brennan (2016), in his surprisingly successful book 
Against Democracy, goes even further with his proposal to replace democ-
racy by a new epistocracy of enlightened experts.1 While the “hatred of 
democracy” (Rancière 2009) is certainly not peculiar to modern times, 
modern liberalism developed to a point where effective sovereignty is 
granted solely to the laws of the market that need to be defended even 
at the price of authoritarianism. As is well known, the neoliberal ex-
periment was first put to test by the “Chicago Boys,” revolving around 
Milton Friedman and Arnold Harberger, in Pinochet’s regime of murder 
and torture, for in their view a dictatorship, if it unleashes the market 
forces, will be preferable to a democracy that doesn’t. Friedrich August 
von Hayek, in defending the Chilean junta or the South African apartheid 
regime, made it clear that, when in doubt, democracy must be sacrificed 
to liberalism (Chamayou 2021). Such anti-democratic doctrines can easily 
be dignified with Nobel Prizes, because there is agreement in bourgeois 
society that the sovereign, when awakened, must be sedated, drilled, or, 
if nothing helps, shackled and thrown from helicopters into the river.
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Unlike some defenders of liberalism assume, mainstream liberal 
approaches cannot wash themselves clean of such an anti-democratic 
neoliberalism. Far from representing only the extremist aberration of 
reasonable, philanthropic strands of liberalism, neoliberalism blatantly 
expresses the liberal claim to rule: popular sovereignty is acceptable only 
if it remains subject to the command of property and the market, consti-
tutionally guaranteed and politically defended by the parties of a liberal 
“center”—a view, once typical for liberal anti-communism during the 
Cold War era, that has resurrected in today’s liberal anti-populism (for 
an overview see Moffit 2018). However, while liberal approaches domi-
nate the field of democratic thought, alternatives are available. Some of 
the positions that are usually lumped together under the title “radical 
democracy” advocate an alternative position by regarding the awakened 
demos as the foundation of modern democracy. From a radical democratic 
point of view, the people’s claim to sovereignty, as expressed in acts of 
popular democratic protest, threatens to thwart the pretensions to rule 
of what Tuck would call the “actual” centers of power. For a demos with-
out kratos, a demos forced to submit to the “actual power” of dictatorial 
market forces and their stalwarts, would be anything but sovereign.

dissensus over the right to dissent: 
agonistic theories of democracy

As stated in the beginning, in this article I aim to defend the claim that 
the right to protest should be understood as a fundamental expression of 
popular sovereignty. To appreciate such a radical democratic view, which 
I explain in more detail in the final sections of this article, it is important 
to understand the historical genesis of a right to protest, for liberalism 
managed to claim an intellectual and political monopoly on the basic 
political rights, including the right to assemble and the freedom of ex-
pression—a claim that is partially unfounded, as those fighting for their 
right to protest were not only liberals. In the revolutions of the nine-
teenth century, especially the movements leading to the Revolutions of 
1848, democratic radicals and early socialists fought for civic and politi-
cal rights as much as they fought for social rights. It is thus imperative 
to further investigate the founding moment of a democratic right to pro-
test. But before returning to the historical genesis of such a right, under-
stood as expression of popular sovereignty, we need to engage in a short 
survey of today’s radical democratic thought. In recent years, agonistic 
theories of democracy have emerged as an independent new branch of 
democratic thought. Typically, agonistic democrats postulate two things: 
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(a) in a democratic order, conflict must be affirmed as a central politi-
cal value, otherwise democracy would stagnate; and (b) conflicts must 
nevertheless be dealt with in a rule-governed manner, otherwise society 
would perish in a war of all against all. Accordingly, “agonistic” is derived 
from the Greek agôn, the term for a contest domesticated by rules of the 
game that are accepted by all participants. From an agonistic perspec-
tive, democracy is a symbolic order of social relations in which the productivity 
of rule-governed conflicts is institutionally and culturally recognized. This means 
that, on the one hand, no final decision can be made between conflicting 
views of the common good, because if a final consensus could be found, 
the agôn would come to a standstill; but on the other hand, the bond of 
conflict must not be broken either, because otherwise society would split 
into two irreconcilable camps and the agôn would escalate into stasis (civil 
war).

Two strands can be distinguished within the paradigm of agonis-
tic theories of democracy. One strand, prominent above all in the USA 
and Canada, is oriented primarily towards Nietzsche and Arendt. In this 
camp, whose founding figure is Sheldon Wolin, William Connolly, as 
perhaps the most prominent defender of “agonistic respect,” stands for 
a position critical of resentment that finds its models primarily in Ni-
etzsche and Deleuze, while Bonnie Honig has developed Arendt’s theory 
into a feminist agonism. James Tully’s quasi-Nietzschean defense of the 
agonal character of freedom within the framework of a multiculturalist 
theory of democracy can be considered another variant of this strand (for 
an overview, see Wingenbach 2011; see also Wenman 2013). This Nietzs-
chean-Arendtian strand can be contrasted with agonistic positions that 
evolved from the Marxist tradition, which is arguably more prominent in 
Europe. The post-Marxist strand includes Claude Lefort and his school—
including, among others, the early Marcel Gauchet, Miguel Abensour, 
Pierre Rosanvallon, or Myriam Revault d’Allonnes—as well as theorists 
with a background in the Althusserian camp of structural Marxism, in-
cluding Étienne Balibar, Jacques Rancière, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 
Mouffe (see Marchart 2007).

Both strands—the Nietzschean-Arendtian and the post-Marxist—are 
characterized by the centrality granted to social conflicts, which are wel-
comed as a potentially productive dimension of democratic societies.2 But 
this does not mean that the two strands of agonistic democratic theory 
run parallel, which would be surprising anyway due to their different 
argumentative backgrounds. Depending on the respective conception of 
social conflict, the resulting theories differ. If Arendt’s idea of an agôn, 
rather than Marx’s idea of class struggle, is taken as the standard model 
of social conflict, little seems to stand in the way of the agonists’ equal 
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participation in public debate. All participants to an agôn, as a rule-based 
competition, are fighting, it seems, on level ground along the same set 
of rules. Post-Marxist agonism, on the other hand, emphasizes the asym-
metrical and power-laden structure of social relations. The agonistic and 
quasi-aristocratic aim to distinguish oneself, which is characteristic of Ni-
etzsche’s as well as Arendt’s model of action, hardly plays any role in this 
camp, because it is essentially subaltern actors who struggle for inclusion 
under unequal, and above all—measured against the sportive ideal of ag-
onism—unfair conditions. From this perspective, political action does not 
carry its meaning in itself, as in Arendt, but is oriented towards political 
goals, the realization of which presupposes the overcoming of obstacles 
(such as uneven power relations, an institutional structure detrimental to 
one’s own political goals, or simply political forces opposed to the latter). 
Pure agonism, which according to Arendt carries its purpose in itself, 
would not be suitable for such endeavor.

It is thus not surprising that Chantal Mouffe, probably the best-
known representative of the post-Marxist model, has sharply criticized 
her Arendtian counterparts in the field of agonistic democratic theory. By 
resorting to what Mouffe calls an “agonism without antagonism” (Mouffe 
2013: 10), the Arendtian understanding of conflict ignores the more fun-
damental dimension of antagonism (for a discussion of the concept of 
antagonism see Marchart 2018). Furthermore, Arendt, like Honig or Con-
nolly later, would underestimate the central moment of hegemony—that 
is, the goal of all politics to establish a hegemonic formation (a “historical 
bloc” à la Gramsci) which can only be achieved by constructing a col-
lective “we” against a “they.” In political action, “the moment of deci-
sion cannot be avoided, and this implies the establishment of frontiers, 
the determination of a space of inclusion / exclusion” (Mouffe 2013: 14), 
for otherwise hegemonic power relations could not be challenged. For 
if social relations are constitutively asymmetrical, a political project of 
radicalizing democracy necessarily requires the construction of a social 
alternative—in other words, of counter-power.3

Therefore, the antagonistic dimension of politics must be kept pres-
ent in democracy, while at the same time it needs to be tempered, for if 
both sides did not agree on procedural issues, agonism could spiral out 
of control and turn into unbridled civil war in which the political oppo-
nent would be declared an existential enemy.4 While I would side with 
Mouffe’s realistic picture of political action, her insistence on an agonistic 
pluralism—her name for the rules of the political game in liberal democ-
racy that need to be accepted by all participants—leads Mouffe into what 
could be seen as a contradiction in her argument, since antagonisms 
that must be tempered procedurally or must be subjected to shared rules 
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are precisely this: agonisms.5 Mouffe thus ends up with a position that is 
hardly distinguishable from the one she criticizes.

rule-breaking protest as Democratic Desublimation

Our brief discussion of agonistic theories of democracy has revealed two 
types of conflict: agôn and antagonism. The concept of agôn, as a socially or 
institutionally regulated form of competitive conflict, refers exclusively 
to struggles that obey the institutionalized rules of conflict resolution 
without questioning these rules as such. Herein, agonistic democratic 
theories of Nietzschean-Arendtian provenance differ little, as Mouffe cor-
rectly observes, from liberal models of democracy. Pluralist models of 
interest aggregation or proceduralist models of deliberation also tolerate 
well-tempered conflicts. But, and this is decisive, even Mouffe, who ap-
parently affirms antagonisms, only seems to welcome them as long as 
they are carried out according to accepted liberal procedures. The democ-
ratization of society should take place “through an immanent critique 
of existing institutions” of liberal democracy (Mouffe 2013:133), for oth-
erwise conflicts, when taking on the shape of a Schmittian antagonism 
between friend and enemy, “will lead to the destruction of the political 
association” (Mouffe 2013: 138). Thus, Mouffe attaches great importance 
to the democratic sublimation of unregulated antagonisms into rule-gov-
erned agonisms, which leaves one wondering whether or to what extent 
her idea of a conflict tamed within a political regime of agonistic plural-
ism effectively differs from the Nietzschean-Arendtian or even the liberal 
model of democracy. Yet in a radical democratic struggle for liberation 
and democratization, the legitimacy of many hegemonic rules of the 
game can, and perhaps must, be called into question. There are many 
cases in which power structures cannot be successfully challenged within 
the existing rules of the game; we only need to remind ourselves that it 
took a civil war—a full-blown stasis, not an agôn—to finally abolish slavery 
in the USA. Hence, it was argued that for an emancipatory counter-hege-
mony to be fostered, the rules of the game must occasionally be broken:

In fact, substantive political change during the modern period has rou-
tinely involved episodes of violence, physical occupation, armed insur-
rection, and systemic forms of refusal (e.g., general strikes, riots, sit-ins, 
passive disobedience, and boycotts). It is precisely through the intersec-
tion of conventional political participation (voting, “agonistic” debate 
and opinion formation in the public sphere, and so forth) and these 
decidedly “antagonistic” forms of extra-parliamentary action, that real 
changes in the distribution of wealth, power, and authority have been 
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achieved. Thus, the “taming” of conflict advocated by Mouffe on behalf 
of an agonistic pluralism entails a misleading and incomplete view of 
societal transformation. (Kester 2012, n.p.)

Again, we see that what Mouffe reproaches in the other variants of 
agonistic democratic theory—a pluralism that leaves no room for antag-
onism—can also be held against her own conception of agonistic plu-
ralism. In both its variants, agonistic democratic theory has problems 
integrating the conflictive rupture of the rules of the game into its model, 
because such rupture would no longer constitute a case of agôn. Mouffe, 
hence, fails to answer the question as to how radical democratic struggles 
can be successfully conducted solely in the spirit of agonistic pluralism 
and without an element of antagonistic politics. Let us only think of the 
political treatment of parties for which the euphemism “right-wing pop-
ulism” has become common. Even where they may still act within the 
constitutional frame, it can make sense to draw a cordon sanitaire around 
racist, authoritarian, and anti-democratic parties, precisely in order not 
to have to recognize them as legitimate agonists. Mouffe has always spo-
ken out against the antagonistic exclusion of such parties and in favor of 
their recognition as agonists (Mouffe 2005: 72-76). However, it is hard to 
see from a democratic (i.e., non-liberal) perspective why, for instance, the 
political mobilization of racism must be recognized as legitimate simply 
because it barely escapes illegality.

While Mouffe has developed a potent critique of both liberal dem-
ocratic thought and Arendtian agonism, the problem remains that, for 
her, the relation between the two tropes of conflict—antagonism and 
agonism—resembles a one-way street due to their unequal weighting. 
Mouffe privileges the moment when antagonism becomes sublimated 
into agonism (or enemies into adversaries), while at no point advocating 
the non-liberal passage in the opposite direction of democratic desublima-
tion, that is, of transforming agonisms into antagonism. Popular protest, 
however, has always the potential to desublimate rule-based conflicts 
into antagonisms that threaten to break the rules of the liberal game of 
loyal opposition and individualized civil disobedience.

Of course, there is no guarantee that a political project of desublimat-
ing agonisms into antagonisms will necessarily be in the service of pro-
gressive politics. The dilemma—sometimes described under the rubric 
of a supposed “normative deficit” of radical democracy—can largely be 
dissolved if the following proviso is introduced: protests are democratic 
only to the extent to which they aim at enlarging the horizon of free-
dom, equality, and solidarity for all. Protesters revive these fundamen-
tal principles of democracy by claiming their sovereign right to fight for 
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the expansion of the democratic horizon. The sovereign thus awakened 
comes into conflict with a liberal regime that seeks to maintain the fic-
tion of a “sleeping sovereign” who must only be awakened in rare cases of 
constitutional adaption. In democratic protests, however, the sovereign 
has already awakened and, instead of waiting to be consulted, begins to 
make demands without being asked, thus producing a collision between 
constituent and constituted power. Hence, protests shift from an agonis-
tic to an antagonistic mode once they start challenging a narrow liberal 
interpretation of rights, for it is precisely such narrow interpretation of 
the rules of the game which hinders efforts to restore to the people their 
sovereign right.

Radical democratic protests, when formulated in a popular and eman-
cipatory fashion, therefore construct a test case to explore the space 
between agonism and antagonism, between a liberal and a radical dem-
ocratic perspective on democracy. What is needed is a democratic theory 
that can prove not only the legitimacy of a pluralistic agôn, which seems to 
be largely guaranteed under a liberal constitution anyway, but at the same 
time can prove the legitimacy of antagonistic forms of conflict, insofar as 
the latter remain oriented towards the founding claims of democratic rule.

Extending the “right to have rights” to all

Fortunately, radical democratic thought can provide us with some of the 
components for such a theory. I will restrict myself to briefly discuss-
ing the contributions by two of the most prominent theorists of radical 
democracy, Claude Lefort and Étienne Balibar. Lefort takes up Arendt’s 
notion of a right to have rights that allows for the questioning of all par-
ticular established rights (Lefort 1986: 258). With the modern invention of 
human rights, a legitimating ground is established that allows for more 
and more groups that were previously excluded from the realm of partic-
ular rights (or even the realm of rights eo ipso) to demand their inclusion. 
Human rights thus provide democracy with a “generative principle” or, 
put differently, a means for expanding the democratic horizon. But in-
sofar as excluded groups will face powerful resistance to their inclusion 
into the realm of rights, this generative principle will prove deeply con-
flictual by nature, which is why democracy is a regime in which conflict 
is deemed legitimate. Interestingly, Lefort’s ideas have encountered both 
more liberal and more radical readings.6 A variant largely compatible 
with liberal approaches to civil disobedience was proposed by German 
social and legal theorists Ulrich Rödel, Günter Frankenberg, and Helmut 
Dubiel, who insisted that acts of protest should be understood as acts of 
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continued self-legislation. If democracy is to be based on the principle of 
popular self-legislation, they argue, then the original act of self-legisla-
tion—including the declaration of a right to have rights—must always be 
re-established in “the everyday repetition of the founding act, mediated 
for instance by petitions, demonstrations or acts of civil disobedience” 
(Rödel et al. 1989: 103).

From here the authors conclude: “Only with the self-declaration of 
human rights and the mutual recognition of the right to have rights does 
civil society institute itself as an actionable and conflict-intensive plural-
ity that is able to assert the public sphere against power and fill it with 
the clash of opinions, ever new issues and legal claims, as well as with 
the diverse forms of symbolic practice” (Rödel 1989: 106).7 While a certain 
proximity to radical democratic theories of protest is undeniable, the lim-
its of their approach are also visible. Popular sovereignty is reduced to 
controlled and limited forms of rule-breaking, such as are paradigmatically 
found in acts of civil disobedience.8 Yet acts of challenging the law within 
the limits of the law remain perfectly acceptable for liberals. Conse-
quently, by accepting an already constituted liberal order as their frame 
of reference, protests may run the danger of exhausting themselves in 
merely defensive rearguard actions.

For Étienne Balibar, Lefort runs against the grain of mainstream lib-
eralism with his insight that rights are won through conquest in social 
struggles against the forces of domination (Balibar 2015: 36). The Lefor-
tian proposition that democracy only thrives as long as rights continue to 
be claimed serves Balibar as a starting point for reflecting on how power 
could be self-limited in a democratic, rather than liberal fashion. In lib-
eralism, the exercise of popular sovereignty is subordinated to princi-
ples such as the separation of powers and the guarantee of individual 
rights. These principles are supposed to be acquired once and for all. Bal-
ibar does not speak out against liberal rights, but insists with Lefort that 
“there is another possible way to conceive of the question of the rules and 
guarantees to which popular sovereignty must subject itself as a sort of 
self-limitation of its own power” (Balibar 2015: 18):

It is not that we must throw out constitutions in favor of insurrections, 
but rather that we must place the insurrectional power to emancipate 
at the core of political constitutions. We should think of the “Charters 
of Fundamental Rights” (with, first and foremost, the Universal Decla-
ration of the Rights of Man) as symbolic expressions of the ensemble of 
powers that they have acquired over the course of their history, the sum 
of their emancipatory movements, serving as footholds for future inven-
tions, rather than buttressing the established order and limiting future 
struggles for freedom and equality a priori. (Balibar 2015: 18)
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Therefore, the right to have rights is not so much exercised today in the 
sense of constituted power (as a right exclusively belonging to the mem-
bers of a given nation-state); rather, it is now politically exercised as a con-
stituent power: “the active ability to assert rights in a public space or, better 
yet, dialectically, the possibility of not being excluded from the right to fight 
for one’s rights” (Balibar 2015: 667). The logic of the argument is clear: if 
rights need to be won through conquest, then to struggle for rights is the 
primordial right in democracy. In other words, the right to politics—even 
in its radical modes of resistance, insurrection, and disobedience—is the 
fundamental democratic right, and “the essence of democracy is the max-
imization of the capacity of its citizens for political action” (Balibar 2015: 
86). Why does such a radical democratic view sit so uncomfortably with 
liberalism? While liberalism tolerates a certain degree of conflictuality, 
it also finds its raison d’être in warding off any conflict deemed excessive 
from the liberal point of view. As soon as a conflict breaks out of the sym-
bolic framework or institutional channels set for it by liberal rule, it will 
be crushed down or at least neutralized. A liberal order therefore proves 
responsive only to struggles that remain within the agonistic dispositive:

A conflict that threatens the constitutional order, as flexible or open as 
it might wish itself to be, is no longer playing by the pluralistic “rules 
of the game,” and is therefore incompatible with liberalism. This con-
tradiction is independent of the question of whether the origin of this 
conflict lies in class relationships, religious antagonisms, “cultural” and 
“racial” differences, or an overdetermined conjunction of these factors, 
as is generally the case. But, inversely, can we truly say that a conflict 
that is “channeled” by means of rules that force it to contribute to a 
consensus, or to “translate” itself into an exchange of arguments, is still 
a real conflict, and not a legal fiction? Does not a limited, or even self-limited, 
conflict pre-emptively exclude anything that, in a given society, carries 
true political stakes: liberation struggles, emancipatory demands, re-
volts against injustice or inequality, and thus any historically significant 
transformations? (Balibar 2015: 912)

While Balibar himself defends a concept of “conflictual democracy” 
(2015: 99), his case against liberalism—and his insistence that a “conflict 
that could truly be called ‘real’ or ‘effective’ is never satisfied with re-
specting the established rules” (2015: 93)—parallels our reservations vis-
à-vis Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism. It seems that Balibar, at least to some 
degree, should not be placed within the agonistic strand of radical de-
mocracy. Perhaps he would better be described as an antagonistic democrat 
or, put differently, a defender of democratic antagonism. His work at least 
provides some clues as to how theory of “antagonistic democracy,” rather 
than agonistic democracy, might be conceived .9 Such a stance, of course, 

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   48 9/8/2022   10:06:44 PM



Marchart � The Sovereign Awakened: A Radical Democratic View on Protest 49

implies that we abandon the static image of democracy as a constituted 
regime. For if democratic struggles will always have a tendency to “spill 
over” the constitutional frame and the institutional channels of actually 
existing liberal democracy, they will be considered illegitimate. Hence, it 
is impossible to think of radical democracy along liberal lines as a static 
and once and for all constituted regime. If anything, democracy is, as 
Balibar ingeniously puts it, “a ‘regime of illegitimate power’” (2015: 93). It 
is the uncontrollable excess produced by democratic claims “that pushes 
agonism beyond the limits of a ‘coherent’ pluralism”: “But this excess 
that cannot be controlled a priori would also be a necessary precondition 
for the institution of democracy, because it would permit real conflicts 
to enter into the cycle of the legitimation and delegitimation of power” 
(Balibar 2015: 96). Not only do democratic institutions need to remain 
open to being challenged by those who they exclude, they must function 
as platforms to be used for the expansion of the democratic horizon, so 
that “all conflicts can be subsumed into institutions, but all institutions 
are potential sites of future insurrections” (ibid.: 96).

the right to protest and the call of duty

We have now assembled some of the components necessary for a demo-
cratic theory that can demonstrate the legitimacy of antagonistic forms of 
protest, provided they will be envisaged as expressions of the constituent 
power of the sovereign. In this sense our initial claim that the right to 
protest should be understood as the fundamental expression of popular 
sovereignty could be substantiated, from a radical democratic position, 
by revisiting Balibar’s argument as to the conflictual nature of constitu-
tive power. The right to rights was won politically from below and must 
always be rewon in acts of protest. At the origin of our rights, therefore, 
lies the conflict over these rights—including the conflict over the right-to-
conflict—in which the constitutive power of the popular sovereign finds 
expression. A constituted order, to the extent that it is democratic, in 
turn needs to guarantee the right to fight for new rights (as well as for the 
preservation of acquired ones) and then accept, perhaps even celebrate 
and support, the popular sovereign upholding and fighting for the exten-
sion of the democratic horizon. Popular protest is therefore not simply 
legitimate. It is intrinsic to democracy. More than that, it is imperative, 
for otherwise democracy, over the course of time, would cease to exist. It 
would thus be misleading to present the right to protest as an exclusively 
liberal achievement, derivative of freedom of speech and the right to as-
semble and to petition, which is why I suggested that democratic protest 
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constitutes a case of popular “self-awakening”—as opposed to sovereignty 
in the sleeping mode—instigated by an imperative call of “duty” that is 
not reducible to a set of individual rights.

This imperative nature—thou shalt protest!—was enshrined in the first 
truly democratic constitution of modern nation-states and the accompa-
nying “rights of man and of the citizen” declared in 1793. In fact, the right 
to insurrection was installed in France’s constitution not only as the most 
fundamental right, but even as a popular duty. Herein lies one of the main 
differences between the quasi-liberal constitution of 1789, to which Bal-
ibar refers, and the democratic Jacobin constitution of 1793, where it is 
stated in the last paragraph of the Preface to the democratic constitution 
(the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen):

When the government violates the rights of the people, insurrection is 
for the people, and for every portion thereof, the most sacred of rights 
and the most indispensable of duties.

In liberal-democratic regimes, as it goes without saying, the right 
to insurrection is not considered to be the most sacred right (arguably, 
the most sacred are property rights). And certainly, these regimes have a 
clear disregard for insurrection as indispensable “duty.” But it is precisely 
because of its democratic character that such a clear, imperative injunc-
tion is expressed. A right is something that can be claimed, while a duty 
must be fulfilled—not by an individual as a conscientious objector, but by 
the people itself or any portion thereof. While democratic regimes issue 
an imperative call to the people to become sovereign, that is, to actualize 
popular sovereignty by assuming constituent power, liberal-democratic 
regimes reduce such a collective democratic duty to an individual liberal 
right. And yet, it is important to understand that it is not, in the first 
instance, the state or the constitution, or the constituted power in gen-
eral, that grants a right or determines the duty. So where does the call of 
duty issue from? Of course, it is the people itself speaking here; it is the 
sovereign that imposes a duty on itself to remain in a state of constituent 
power, that is, to not fall asleep. As Massimiliano Tomba commented on the 
Constitution of 1793:

Indeed, in the Declaration of 1793, resistance is not a right that the state 
has to guarantee. Instead, ongoing insurrections are everyday practices 
that keep the political system open. Article 28 of the 1793 Declaration 
stipulates: “A people has always the right to review, to reform, and to 
alter its constitution. One generation cannot subject to its law the future 
generations.” This opening up of the system has to be understood both 
synchronically and diachronically. A “people” is constituted by political 
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subjects who have agency before, against, and beyond the state; the con-
stitution expresses only a temporary compromise between those who 
govern and those who are governed. (Tomba 2019: 36-7)

So, what conclusions can we draw from this discussion regarding rad-
ical politics in liberal-democratic regimes? The boundary between agôn 
and antagonism is always up for negotiation from both sides—from the 
forces of protest, which question the rules of the game, and from a lib-
eral legislature, which can either change or enforce them. From the suf-
fragettes to the Civil Rights Movement, from the occupations of 2011 to 
the Chilean revolution of 2019-2020, it has been proven time and again 
that attempts to democratize democracy produce antagonisms. Often 
the prevailing rules of the game of a liberal-democratic agôn prevent any 
possibility of advancing democratization; and radical democratic protests 
expand or revamp these rules of the game by breaking them.

In liberal democracies it is this discrepancy—the gap between liber-
alism and democracy—that is negotiated in collective political protest. 
Thus, even within a predominantly liberal political order, liberal rights 
are constantly transformed into, or re-claimed as, democratic rights by way 
of popular action. Popular protest probes the democratic roots of liberal 
rights—which is what makes it “radical” in the literal sense of the Latin 
word radix. For referring back to the Constitution is not simply an act of 
seeking legal back-up within in a liberal framework. It is to insist that 
the democratic foundation of the “right to have rights,” rather than being 
located at a certain point in the past, that is, at the historical moment of 
a declaration of human rights or fundamental rights, must constantly be 
updated through democratic protest and political engagement.

Nonetheless, I would like to add a short amendment to insurrec-
tionary models of sovereignty, as to be found, for instance, in Balibar or 
Tomba.10 While I agree with both authors that the right to have rights 
implies a right to insurrection, resistance or disobedience (for otherwise 
the rules of the game could never be transformed and new rights could 
not be attained), I do not think that democrats should be satisfied with 
a merely insurrectionary politics, or any form of protest that would not 
have a truly constituent aim. Many radical democratic theories fall into 
this trap of insurrectionism by limiting the constituent dimension to the 
moment of an explosive uprising. But if the experience of past protests—
from Occupy to the yellow vests—teaches us anything, it is the following: 
the effects of explosive uprisings that neither enter the space of political 
representation nor seek organizational and institutional consolidation 
tend either to evaporate into thin air or be absorbed and defused by the 
institutions of the liberal regime. This is not to say that they are without 
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any effects, as they might contribute to a subterraneous, long-term change 
of public perception; yet without organizational and institutional consol-
idation of protest movements into a political force that starts to engage 
with the realm of representational politics and with the existing state 
apparatuses, the short- and medium-term political effects may be negli-
gible. For the Italian politician and philosopher Antonio Gramsci (1992), 
the construction of a new emancipatory world-view—that is, a new hege-
mony in the sense of a widely shared societal consensus—thus goes hand 
in hand with the construction of a new “political will,” a new political 
subject which, with reference to Machiavelli, he described as a “modern 
prince.” What he meant by this was not an individual leader, but the “col-
lective intellectual” of a modern party: the subject supposed to organize 
a new hegemonic consensus.

Hence, to be envisaged in a fully political way, the constituent acts of 
sovereignty must also be envisaged as the political expression of a strug-
gle for popular hegemony: for example, of political self-assertion. For as-
serting the role of a democratic sovereign presupposes that “the people” 
become a political subject, that is, a collective organizer of a new dem-
ocratic hegemony. For Gramsci, this subject took the form of a political 
party; today it might not be restricted to the party-form, as important 
as it still is in a representational system, but can take diverse forms of 
organization and institutionalization. It is in this enlarged sense of eman-
cipatory action that popular sovereignty would then express itself not 
only in insurrectionary protest, but in the political enforcement of what 
Gramsci described as the construction of a “popular will.” By accepting 
the fact that the “rule of the people” is nothing given but needs to be won 
and stabilized, if only always provisionally and partially, in a political 
struggle over hegemony, we may arrive at a less defensive view of pop-
ular sovereignty. While this Gramscian approach overlaps with Mouffe’s 
(and Ernesto Laclau’s) hegemony theory, I would insist that the process 
of “will-formation” by which the people is to be organized into the role 
of a sovereign takes place in the medium of antagonism, and not—or if 
it does, to a much lesser extent—through a liberal-agonistic engagement 
with political competitors. It is through the force of antagonistic conflict 
that the sovereign is kissed awake.11

Such a view would be congruent with a definition of radical democ-
racy as the name for a political project that literally goes back to the root 
of democracy—in this case France’s 1793 constitution—in order to extend 
the latter to as many sectors of society as possible by applying the basic 
principles of the democratic horizon, that is, the principles of freedom, 
equality, and solidarity, which are based, as we now add, on the political 
self-assertion of popular sovereignty: the construction of a democratic 
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collective will or “hegemonic block” of democratic forces. It is evident 
that popular sovereignty proves democratic only to the extent that it 
remains inscribed into the horizon of democratic principles, which ex-
cludes from the outset any restricted and exclusionary “völkisch” defini-
tions of popular sovereignty. Where the people awake and start acting in 
the name of the right-to-rights of all, and with a view to expanding the 
democratic horizon of universal freedom, equality, and solidarity, politi-
cal action becomes democratic.
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	 notEs

 1. For a comparable, but arguably more authoritarian view, see Daniel A. Bell’s 
recommendations for Chinese-style “political meritocracy” (Bell 2015) and 
Confucian social hierarchy (Bell 2010; 2020), that may lead readers to similar 
epistocratic conclusions.

 2. Of course, liberalism and republicanism, even proceduralism, tolerate con-
flict up to a certain threshold. From a liberal perspective, however, conflicts 
are only to be recognised as productive where they occur in the form of com-
petition between (political) market participants and obey the motive of ratio-
nal calculation of interests. Classical republicanism, as a rule, abhors internal 
factionalism, and deliberative democratic theory remains more interested 
in the communicative management of conflicts than in their centrality. It 
would therefore be wrong to assume that other models of democracy are ig-
norant of conflict; but unlike agonistic theories of democracy, none of these 
models assigns conflict normative primacy.

 3. For the opposite take on agonism, and a defense of the Arendtian “tempered” 
variant, see White (2021).

 4. And insofar as political passions—contrary to what rationalist models of 
politics would have us believe—will always play a role in politics, Mouffe 
continues, the main task of democratic politics is to “sublimate” vagabond 
affects “by mobilizing them towards democratic designs, by creating col-
lective forms of identification around democratic objectives” (Mouffe 2013: 
9). Otherwise, these affects would attach themselves to anti-democratic 
projects.

 5. Consider, for instance, the following passage: “Consensus is needed on the 
institutions that are constitutive of liberal democracy and on the ethico-po-
litical values that should inform political association” (Mouffe 2013: 8).
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 6. Among his immediate followers in the French context, Pierre Rosanvallon 
could be said to have developed Lefort’s insights in a more liberal direction, 
while Miguel Abensour (2011) brought out the insurrectionary potential of a 
“savage democracy” à la Lefort.

 7. To be clear, democratic protests differ from anti-democratic protests in that 
the former affirm and strengthen the right to rights in protest, while the 
latter claim this right for themselves in order to negate or weaken it for ev-
eryone else.

 8. For a radical democratic critique of liberal accounts of civil disobedience see 
Celikates (2016).

 9. The conceptual contours of such a theory of multiple antagonisms, rather 
than agonisms, can be found in the opening chapter of my book Conflictual 
Aesthetics (Marchart 2019).

10. Other proponents of this insurrectionary model could be added; see also 
Abensour (2011).

11. For a fully elaborated theory of antagonism, will-formation, and political act-
ing, see my book Thinking Antagonism (Marchart 2018).

	 rEfErEncEs

Abensour, Miguel. 2011. Democracy Against the State: Marx and the Machiavellian Mo-
ment. Cambridge: Polity.

Balibar, Étienne. 2015. Citizenship. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Bell, Daniel A. 2010. China’s New Confucianism: Politics and Everyday Life in a Changing 

Society. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Bell, Daniel A. 2015. The China Model: Political Meritocracy and the Limits of Democracy. 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Bell, Daniel A. 2020. Just Hierarchy: Why Social Hierarchies Matter in China and the Rest 

of the World. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Brennan, Jason. 2016. Against Democracy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Celikates, Robin. 2016. “Rethinking Civil Disobedience as a Practice of Contesta-

tion—Beyond the Liberal Paradigm.” Constellations 23 (1): 37–45.
Chamayou, Grégoire. 2021. The Ungovernable Society: A Genealogy of Authoritarian Lib-

eralism. Cambridge: Polity.
Gramsci, Antonio. 1992. Selections from the Prison Notebook. Eds. Quentin Hoare, 

Geoffrey Nowell Smith. London: Lawrence & Wishart.
Kester, Grant. 2012. “The Sound of Breaking Glass. Part II: Agonism and the Tam-

ing of Dissent.” e-flux journal 31, January. http://www.e-flux.com/journal/the-
sound-of-breaking-glass-part-ii-agonism-and-the-taming-of-dissent/ (accessed 
4 November 2021).

Lefort, Claude. 1986. The Political Forms of Modern Society: Bureaucracy, Democ-
racy, Totalitarianism. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Marchart, Oliver. 2007. Post-foundational Political Thought: Political Difference 
in Nancy, Lefort, Badiou and Laclau. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Marchart, Oliver. 2018. Thinking Antagonism: Political Ontology after Laclau Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press.

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   54 9/8/2022   10:06:44 PM



Marchart � The Sovereign Awakened: A Radical Democratic View on Protest 55

Marchart, Oliver. 2019. Conflictual Aesthetics: Artistic Activism and the Public Sphere. Ber-
lin: Sternberg Press.

von Mises, Ludwig. (1927) 2006. Liberalismus. Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag.
Moffit, Benjamin. 2018. “The Populism/Anti-Populism Divide in Western Europe.” 

Democratic Theory 5 (2): 1–16.
Mouffe, Chantal. 2005. On the Political. New York: Routledge.
Mouffe, Chantal. 2013. Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically. London: Verso.
Przeworski, Adam. 2003. “Minimalist Conception of Democracy: A Defense.” In: 

Robert Dahl, Ian Shapiro, José Antonio Cheibub (Eds.): The Democracy Source-
book. Cambridge MA: The MIT Press.

Pateman, Carole. 1970. Participation and Democratic Theory. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Rancière, Jacques. 2009. Hatred of Democracy. London: Verso.
Rödel, Ulrich, Günter Frankenberg, and Helmut Dubiel. 1989. Die demokratische 

Frage: Ein Essay. Frankfurt/Main: Surhkamp
Schumpeter, Joseph A. (1942) 1994. Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy. New York: 

Routledge.
Tomba, Massimiliano. 2019. Insurgent Universality: An Alternative Legacy of Modernity, 

Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Tuck, Richard. 2015. The Sleeping Sovereign: The Invention of Modern Democracy. Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press.
Wenman, Mark. 2013. Agonistic Democracy: Constituent Power in the Era of Globalization. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
White, Stephen K. 2021. “Agonism, Democracy, and the Moral Equality of Voice.” 

Political Theory 50 (1): 59–85.
Wingenbach, Edward C. 2011. Institutionalizing Agonistic Democracy: Post-foundational-

ism and Political Liberalism. Surrey: Ashgate.

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   55 9/8/2022   10:06:44 PM



 
Democratic Theory Volume 9, Issue 2, Winter 2022:  56–77
doi: 10.3167/dt.2022.090204 ISSN 2332-8894 (Print), ISSN 2332-8908 (Online)

Reform, Transformation, 
Emancipation

Conceptualizing Political Protest 
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Christian Volk

	 abstract: This article outlines a theoretical framework for interpreting 
the meaning and function of political protest in modern democracies and 
develops normative criteria for assessing its democratic quality. To allow 
for a better understanding of how social structures, legal institutions, and 
political engagement interact in protest, I combine analytical perspectives 
from social theory and democratic theory. A useful first distinction, I argue, 
is between reformist and transformative forms of protest. While reformist 
protest does not challenge the given framework of the modern democratic 
order, transformative protest politicizes the basic principles of that order. 
F inally, I develop four criteria to identify emancipatory traits within protest 
movements: 1) expanding the circle of those who benefit from the fulfill-
ment of democracy’s promises; 2) the establishment of discursive demo-
cratic spaces; 3) a balance between dramatization and exchange; and 4) a 
willingness to become someone else.

	 keywords: depoliticization, domination, emancipation, politicization, 
protest, social theory

Protest is an important means of political expression in modern democra-
cies. Yet, we still find it hard to make sense of its meaning and consequences 
for society. It is difficult both in terms of assessing its transformative poten-
tial—that is, assessing the degree to which the protest challenges the func-
tional logic and normative imaginaries of the respective democracy or the 
extent to which it seeks to transgress the basic socio-economic order—and 
in terms of determining the normative quality of the demands. Consider, 
for example, the Black Lives Matter, G20 protests, or climate strikes. How 
can we distinguish the normative value of their claims, their significance 
for democratic coexistence, and their transformative impact on society 
from rightwing and anti-refugee/anti-migration protests?
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In an attempt to answer these questions, this article develops a theo-
retical framework for interpreting the meaning and function of political 
protest in modern democracies, deploying analytical tools from both so-
cial theory and democratic theory.1 What can seem at first like an unusual 
marriage of methodologies becomes compelling once we acknowledge 
that modern democracies are in fact modern democratic societies. If we 
conceive of political institutions, procedures, normative ideals, and aspi-
rations as intertwined with the social structures and functional logics of 
society, we need the combined perspectives of social theory and demo-
cratic theory to gain meaningful insights.

Modern democracies rely, for instance, on a public sphere to nego-
tiate questions concerning society at large, presumably on the basis of 
free access to information and an independent press. Yet at the same 
time, media outlets remain subject to market imperatives. By following 
a selective attention economy, they contribute to the marginalization 
or even exclusion of peripheral positions (Meyer and Hinchmann 2002). 
Accordingly, the idea of popular sovereignty in democracies is realized 
through the election of representatives rather than bottom-up citizen 
participation. And while the ideal of political inclusion in territorially 
circumscribed democratic states is organized around the ambivalent con-
cept of citizenship, and its (sexually, religiously, ethnically) pluralistic 
social order is supposedly protected by equal individual rights, modern 
democracies are capitalist market economies. By embracing the principle 
of private ownership of the means of production, they generate social 
and economic inequality and an allocation and distribution of goods that 
is determined by market prices rather than guided by need.

My aim is to theoretically unlock this complex and ambivalent pic-
ture of modern democracies. By carefully tracing the interaction between 
social structures, legal institutions and political engagement, I attempt 
to reconstruct the structural and systemic context in which protest takes 
place and to clarify its function and meaning in modern democracies.

The core part of the argument relies on my distinguishing between 
two ideal types of protest: reformist and transformative protest. The for-
mer contributes to a vibrant democratic life but remains within the reg-
ulatory framework of a modern democracy; the latter applies to acts of 
resistance against depoliticizing dynamics inherent in modern democra-
cies by publicly articulating a dissident interpretation of basic principles 
of a democratic order. As I will outline in the first section, depoliticiza-
tion is not an epiphenomenon of the modern democratic order. Rather, 
it is the central mechanism of domination, against which acts of resis-
tance should be read as politicizations of the current historical realiza-
tion of democracy. While they involve a contestation of the predominant 
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interpretation and implementation of basic normative principles—equal-
ity, freedom, justice, citizenship, representation, parties, rights-based 
mode of integration, public sphere orientation, capitalist market econ-
omy, and so on—they also point to that which cannot be realized as long 
as the key practices of order reproduction are sustained, that is, new 
modes of relating to oneself and others, new forms of allocating goods, 
the reinvention of the idea of rights, and so on.

Nonetheless, it is important to stress that not all transformative pro-
test is emancipatory per se, but that a critique of domination can be re-
gressive as well (anti-LGBT protest, white supremacist protest, etc.). In 
the third section of my article, I develop four criteria to identify eman-
cipatory traits within protest, be it enacted by movements, campaigns, 
networks, initiatives or other kinds of collectives, and contrast them with 
key practices in right-wing movements: 1) the expansion of the circle of 
those benefiting from the promises of democracy; 2) the instituting of 
discursive-democratic arenas; 3) the balancing of dramatization and ex-
change; and 4) the readiness to become someone else.

towards a critical democratic theory of domination

The attempt to combine social theory and democratic theory for the anal-
ysis of protest, while not new (see Butler 2015), encounters important 
theoretical challenges. First, a tacit but deep tension exists between the 
two approaches in terms of political agency. Whereas social theory as-
sumes that processes (e.g., functional differentiation), structures, power 
relations, and ideology substantially (and often behind our backs) prede-
termine our actions, choices, thinking, desire, and being—thus posing 
limits or at least requiring specific (if differing) collective or individual 
strategies to influence or change these—democratic theory insists on 
the primacy of the political. Methodologically, it operates on the fairly 
explicit assumption that political agency can influence all domains of 
human life, either by keeping the social, economic, and political realms 
separate from each other (even if they are actually intertwined) and away 
from the center of political decision-making, or by balancing them out.

Closely related to this is a second theoretical challenge. In order to 
process complex societal interrelations, social and democratic theory 
must be conceptualized in a multidimensional and non-reductionist way. 
At the same time, their conceptual underpinnings have to account for 
the exclusionary mechanisms that structure, regulate and discipline the 
social and political relations in modern democratic societies; and for the 
mechanism’s resistance being reshaped by democratic politics.
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In my view, these challenges call for a critical theory of democratic 
politics and society, with a critique of domination at its programmatic core. 
I use the term domination to describe a political order that has become 
alien to the people, and whose practices of reproduction are simultane-
ously being blocked from contestation. Instead of enabling political action 
and exchange to creatively shape public affairs, domination makes people 
feel detached from the supposedly invariant structures they inhabit.

However, a critical theory of this kind must also be a critical demo-
cratic theory. It must be a theory sufficiently sensitive to recognize the 
specific effect that the democratic order has on the conflicts that shape 
society and its interactions on the one hand, and the specific strategies 
or forces at work in democracies which prevent the central practices for 
reproducing the existing order from being challenged on the other. The 
first aspect accounts for the possibility that—unlike in authoritarian or 
totalitarian regimes—activist contestation of a democratically instituted 
order is guaranteed by the constitution to a certain degree. To the extent 
that modern democracies are based on abstract (constitutional) princi-
ples such as equality, freedom, justice, non-discrimination, etc., it makes 
promises to be realized within its framework. These promises include 
being heard and having a voice in political affairs, engaging with others 
in shaping public life, “to be able to make as many effective decisions 
without fear” (Shklar 1989: 21), receiving recognition, experiencing re-
lationships of solidarity, and so on. The unceasing possibility to reclaim 
these promises and to reinterpret their underlying principles is a distinc-
tive feature of every democratic political order.

With respect to the second aspect, we learn from critical social theory 
that in democratic societies a “panoply of social powers and discourses 
constructing and conducting us” (Brown 2011: 53) are at work, which in 
themselves pose a limit to democratic control. At the same time, how-
ever, the forces and mechanisms that inhibit changing the practices in 
place are distinct from the forces employed in authoritarian or totali-
tarian regimes. Modern democracies cannot resort to terror, massive 
physical violence, extensive intelligence surveillance of citizens and the 
general negation of political rights—at least not without violating their 
basic normative principles. Which mechanisms are prevalent in modern 
democracies instead?

The contention I want to defend is that depoliticization is the cen-
tral mechanism of domination in modern democracies. Depoliticization 
describes a set of social processes and regimes that impedes people from 
using their political voice. It produces a disconnect between the rights 
and institutions that enable political action and their effective exer-
cise, or, in the words of Hannah Arendt, it creates a situation where the 
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“preliminary conditions for political action no longer open the channels 
for action” (Arendt 1970: 81). For obvious reasons, the channels for action 
in modern democracies are never entirely unavailable. Unlike in totalitar-
ian systems, political participation and autonomous involvement do not 
disappear completely from public life; yet for large segments of society, 
acting politically is not considered to be an option in everyday life.

How can we analyze the mechanisms that sustain the gap between 
enabling and exercising political agency—between the democratic prom-
ise and its fulfillment? Scholars have pointed out various processes re-
sponsible for producing and reproducing this cleavage. For them, one 
important cause is the presence of sexualized and racialized oppression, 
combined with a socio-economic basic structure that generates poverty, 
isolation, and social alienation and eventually leads to political disaffec-
tion, disenchantment, and disengagement—in other words: to non-par-
ticipation (Schäfer 2012). They have blamed the mediatization of politics, 
turning citizens into consumers, targeting them with political marketing 
campaigns, and thus narrowing the interpretation of political participa-
tion (Hay 2007). Some accounts attribute the estrangement from organi-
zational structures designed to facilitate political action to the erosion of 
the institutional framework of modern democracies and the transforma-
tion of parties (Dalton 2007; Flinders 2012).

We can certainly think of many other forms of depoliticization. All 
of them are inherently connected to the particular historical materializa-
tion of the idea of democracy and the ways in which we practice democ-
racy today. Consider, for example, the modern notion of citizenship for 
achieving political inclusion and integration. It is an ambivalent if not 
contentious organizational principle that often enough fails to protect 
people and produces exclusion. Or consider the restrictive implementa-
tion of the idea of equality in purely legal terms, the realization of sol-
idarity via a competitive welfare state, political participation as active 
and passive electoral rights in a representative party system, or modern 
democracy’s entanglement with capitalism and the social inequality and 
“economization of political life” (Brown 2015: 201) that follow from it. 
These are the specific historical expressions of the basic tenets of democ-
racy, which produce specific ills and consequences accordingly. Some of 
these consequences, like an unequal distribution of social and political 
power or social and political exclusion, are themselves responsible for 
causing democratic and political alienation in citizens. But most impor-
tantly, I argue, it is the very particular materialization of democracy as 
such that has brought about a political constellation in which people re-
frain from using the channels available to claim the unredeemed prom-
ises of democracy. The result is that, even if the status quo blatantly fails 
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to deliver on these promises for everyone, the central political practices 
responsible for inequality, exploitation, and exclusion remain unchal-
lenged. This is the core idea of my conceptualization of a critique of dom-
ination for modern democracies.

domination and the forms of protest

What are the consequences of this understanding of domination for po-
litical protest in modern democracies? To answer this question, I pro-
pose to draw an ideal-type distinction between protest that politicizes 
the dominant materialization of basic democratic principles, and forms 
of protest that do not. I will call the first type reformist and the second 
transformative.

What characterizes reformist protest in conceptual terms is that it 
stays within the confines of the overall political order. It calls on the leg-
islators to write the protest’s demands into policy or law and by doing so 
recognizes both the hierarchical logic of the system and its decision-mak-
ing authority. Note that the means of protest as such is not critical here. 
Protest that employs radical means or performs acts of civil disobedience 
can still be classified as reformist as long as it does not intend to un-
dermine the political order in place. Reformist protest is considered es-
sential by the protagonists of a democratic order (parliaments, courts, 
parties, public authorities) and is protected constitutionally (by the right 
to freedom of assembly, the right to free speech, the right to form polit-
ical associations, etc.). Imagine a protest campaign against the building 
of wind turbines in a nearby neighborhood or a rally by flight attendants 
for better working conditions. By getting organized, taking to the streets 
and putting pressure on the government, these actors temporarily close 
the gap between the democratically established right to object to the 
conditions in place and the act of objecting itself. Protest of this kind 
demonstrates that a democratic order is never wholly crippled by domi-
nation, but rather that the scope of domination in democracies is limited; 
it is partial, never total. As soon as the political demands are met, the 
citizen—usually the true political subject of reformist protest—returns 
to her assigned place. This return is possible for two reasons: first, the 
protestor as citizen with her general concerns is accounted for and rep-
resented by the existing structures of and vocabulary in politics. Second, 
the grievances that the protest addresses can be remedied with the in-
struments available in the existing order.

Much like the reformist variant of protest, transformative protest 
temporarily closes the aforementioned gap between existing democratic 
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possibilities and taking to the streets to claim them. But things look dif-
ferent with regard to the substance of the claims of transformative pro-
test. The concerns voiced by transformative protest will always touch on 
issues that are significant for society as a whole and affect democracy as 
a form of life. What do I mean by this?

Transformative protest movements, campaigns, initiatives, etc., with 
their particular concerns and supported by a critical crowd of people, 
put forth an alternative interpretation of the basic principles of the ex-
isting democratic order. I will discuss examples in more detail shortly. 
For now, think of a protest network such as No-one-is-illegal or NoBorder. 
Their claims and actions against state borders and deportation subvert 
the territorial boundedness of the democratic state, force a refashioning 
of political belonging beyond the concept of citizenship (Chamberlain 
2016), and question neocolonial and racialized notions of inclusion and 
integration. This fundamental dispute of the predominant interpreta-
tions of citizenship, statehood, and inclusion becomes necessary because 
the protest’s demands regarding asylum and migration policies cannot be 
accommodated by the democratic system in place. Instead, the attempt 
to implement the specific concerns of these activists necessarily produce 
an irreconcilable conflict with the authoritative framework as well as 
with the practices reproducing the established order. It is this particular 
tension that I intend to capture with the concept of “politicization.” It is 
the main feature of what I have deemed transformative protest.

Let’s take a closer look at this crucial phenomenon. I understand 
politicization to be the publicly articulated, dissident interpretation of 
the basic principles of a democratic order by a critical amount of people. 
These public articulations not only deviate from the implementation of 
the democratic principles in place. They also expose what cannot be re-
alized on the basis of the central practices of order reproduction at work 
and in turn make apparent that only a profound and pervasive change in 
the interpretation and materialization of basic principles of democracy 
can remedy the situation. This is why politicization always involves a crit-
ical perspective on domination. It reveals the shared experience of living 
in a political system that hovers above and constrains the people and can 
no longer be appropriated by them. Moreover, it exposes the rigidity of 
the social, economic, and legal-political practices in place once the insti-
tutionalized political channels for change are exhausted.

What is particularly interesting about transformative protest is 
that its politicizing dimension is often already interwoven with the protest 
practices—squatting, factory occupations, or occupations of squares—
themselves. Take for example Europe’s political squatter movement 
of the seventies and eighties. Their initial objective was not to become 
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homeowners, but to withdraw residential housing from the liberal logic 
of private property and cultivate alternative ways of living that broke 
with the Fordist model of society at the time (Vollmer 2020: 97). This 
type of request, explicitly rejecting one of the linchpins of capitalism, can 
obviously not be implemented within the boundaries of a modern demo-
cratic-capitalist society. Rather, it attains its political symbolism precisely 
because it contradicts the capitalist order. Which is also why its symbolic 
power vanishes as soon as squatters become homeowners and re-subject 
themselves to the liberal capitalist order.

The protest camps and occupations of squares on the Puerta del Sol in 
Madrid, in Gezi Park, in Zucotti Park, at the G20 protests in Hamburg, and 
elsewhere can also be read as acts of politicization. These encampments 
are—metaphorically speaking—acts of “siege”: instead of articulating 
concrete demands and thus acknowledging any established political au-
thority, they express their desire for fundamental change (Graeber 2011: 
4). They do so by “enacting a parallel world” (Volk 2019: 112), where they 
experiment with new forms of subjectivity, new forms of political, social, 
and economic life, and new ways of relating to oneself and others that 
run counter to the reproductive forces of the prevailing order.

Alternatively, politicization is possible on the basis of concrete demands. 
Pertinent examples would be some forms of migrant protest, which re-
quire new answers to questions of belonging and legal status that go be-
yond national citizenship—the slogan “No one is illegal” is programmatic 
in this case. Their activism both seeks to shift the boundaries of democ-
racy, and articulates demands for equality and recognition that criticize 
the concept of personhood at the center of Western thinking and the 
racialized element of exclusion intrinsic to it. Despite democracy’s noble 
promises, in reality the fundamental rights that come with being recog-
nized as a person are reserved for some and denied, for example, to the 
thousands of primarily non-white people who drown in the Mediterra-
nean year after year or who are confined in camps under catastrophic 
conditions. As long as democracy is realized in terms of the nation-state 
and our society doesn’t address its deeply racialized fabric, there is no 
satisfactory remedy available to end this great catastrophe. Any viable 
remedy must necessarily entail a fundamental renewal of our social, 
economic and legal-political practices and find a new form of political 
organization.

Contrary to the impression so far, the interpretive scheme sketched 
above does not pertain to leftist protest only. Right-wing protest can polit-
icize as well in the above-mentioned sense of fundamentally questioning 
the common materialization of democracy. Take for example the German 
PEGIDA (Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamization of the Occident) 
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movement. By using the tagline, “Wir sind das Volk” (“We are the peo-
ple”), a former slogan of the East-German civil rights movement, it takes 
aim at the established liberal-pluralist conception of citizenship. In their 
view, only white, non-Muslim, non-leftist Germans without migration 
background are legitimately part of “the people,” in whose name and for 
whose benefit the government must act. By appropriating and deliber-
ately reinterpreting a GDR civil rights slogan, PEGIDA tries to character-
ize itself as a protest for democracy, while it represents a very different 
idea of democracy. They depict identity and citizenship in terms of ethnic 
belonging to a community, promote segregation between ethnic groups, 
preclude inclusion as a necessary dimension of democracy, and seek to 
establish a friend-enemy distinction, creating a dynamic of permanent 
tension and delegitimization that undermines the public sphere.

The observation that right-wing protest can qualify as transformative 
protest warrants a deeper theoretical inquiry into the meaning of polit-
ical protest and what is arguably its central question: How can we dis-
tinguish emancipatory articulations of protest from non-emancipatory 
ones?

Emancipatory protest and the democratization of democracy

When we look at protest in terms of the distinction between transforma-
tive and reformist protest, an increase in protest will not automatically 
signify a loss of legitimacy for modern democracies. Rather, the rise of 
non-politicizing reformist protest indicates a general acceptance of the 
current democratic system, in the sense that citizens have faith in the 
system to meet their publicly articulated demands. And it may be exactly 
this kind of trust that motivates others, in turn, to initiate a protest cam-
paign. However, empirical research has suggested that we are currently 
witnessing an increase in transformative protest as well (Della Porta 2020: 
8ff.). If this is true, should this heightened politicization of the basic polit-
ical order lead us to conclude that modern democracies are weakening?

A conclusion of this sort is tempting. But, I argue, it runs the risk of 
declaring as a normative ideal the specific contemporary implementation 
of the idea of democracy as modern democratic society, and of evaluating 
every protest campaign against it. We can avoid this risk by recalling the 
account of modern democracies developed in the first section. It advanced 
the claim that modern democracies are also marked by domination; they 
are orders of domination as well. And in their failure to realize fully and 
for everyone the promises of democracy, they are deserving of criticism. 
The important question is whether this politicization is emancipatory 
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and contributes to its democratization—or not. In the following section, I 
will discuss four criteria that can help identify these emancipatory traits 
within protest initiatives, movements, networks, etc.

Extension of the Circle and Instituting 
Discursive-Democratic Arenas

Two criteria stand out in view of the recent history of political protest: 
the widening of the circle of those who benefit from the promises of de-
mocracy, and the establishment of discursive-democratic arenas through 
protest. My contention is that both of these criteria have to be met be-
fore protest can claim to have a democratizing impulse. For only then 
are those who enter the public sphere as new political subjects (perhaps 
for the first time) both likely to experience solidarity and empowerment 
through protest, and likely to learn about the polyphony and ambiguity 
of democratic practice through engaging with their opponents or oppos-
ing views in an open political debate.

Expansion of the Circle

Emancipatory protest seeks to extend equality, freedom, solidarity, etc. to 
people that have previously been excluded. The feminist movement, for 
example, has been insisting that established interpretations of political 
principles such as equality, freedom, participation, etc. are too narrow 
and effectively exclude and oppress women in social and political terms. 
They campaigned for a more inclusive interpretation and substantiation 
of these principles, anticipating already that their demands would cause 
irreconcilable conflict with existing social and political power structures 
which led to exclusion in the first place. Mere inclusion could therefore 
not be the solution, but only a fundamental change in the order itself. 
However, as many scholars and activists have brought to our attention, 
large parts of the feminist movement primarily catered to the concerns 
of wealthy, white, and heterosexual women. By paying little to no regard 
to intersectionality, its demands for inclusion reproduced existing social 
structures of domination (see, e.g., Combahee River Collective 2014: 271).

Surely, the critique of sexist and patriarchal structures is different 
if it intersects with racism, economic inequality, and heteronormativity 
(Crenshaw 1989). Eventually, however, it was possible to incorporate this 
intersectional critique into the feminist movement, thereby expanding 
the scope of feminist struggle against systemic forms of sexism and pa-
triarchy in society. So, the crucial question is, how does a movement, 
initiative, or collective succeed in establishing a site of political struggle, 
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while still remaining a “learning site” (Welton 1993) throughout, where 
forms of exclusion and oppression that operate with the same category 
of critique but are informed by different experiences can be taken into 
account. For only the development of protest as critical sites of learning 
enables them to acquire a comprehensive knowledge on how particular 
forms of domination play out in society, how they deny the promises of 
democracy to specific people, and how they can be countered through 
non-patronizing and empowering structures of solidarity.

In a manner not too dissimilar from leftist protest, right-wing protest 
also set out to establish new sites of struggle and re-configure political 
conflict in their interest. It can even be credited with pointing out and po-
liticizing ossifying inclinations inherent in representative democracies, 
negative effects of mediatization, and the precarious realities of capitalist 
society (Miller-Idriss 2020: 11; Mudde 2019: 37). However, right-wing pro-
test formulates these criticisms with the intent to exclude other people 
on the basis of essentialist attributions (religion, sexual preferences, na-
tionality, ethnicity, etc.) and to keep them from enjoying the promises of 
democracy. It is never about making society more democratic or about 
exposing or fighting the effects or dynamics of domination. Instead, these 
protests negate the notion of open-endedness and indeterminacy as part 
of the promise of democratic politics but strive to tighten the regime of 
domination in the name of democracy—domination of the alleged “au-
tochthones” (see Yuval-Davis 2018: 71).

Instituting Discursive-Democratic Arenas

One of the reasons why right-wing protest does not advance the democ-
ratization of democracy has to do with its mode of integration, which 
is characteristically exclamatory rather than discursive-democratic. Of 
course, it is important for citizens to be able to express themselves; in 
fact, most people would agree that publicly expressing one’s political 
opinion is a central trait of protest. Yet in its articulation, right-wing pro-
test is mostly reactive and passive and hardly allows people to engage in 
any creative activity. Right-wing political leaders shape the eruptive dis-
content and dissent of the public for their purposes, play with emotions, 
stir up the masses, feed resentment against minorities, reinforce the idea 
that we are puppets for a corrupt elite, appeal to lower instincts, encour-
age a retaliatory mindset and the fiction of omnipotence, employ sim-
plistic accounts of problems and half-truths to consolidate the worldview 
of their audience, and provoke strong indignation and false or artificial 
outrage (Wodak 2015: 60). All of these strategies reinforce a hierarchical 
and paternalistic relationship between right-wing political leaders and 
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their followers, and, as Nadia Urbinati has rightly observed, they serve to 
refashion “the role of the forum to building the authority of the leader” 
(Urbinati 2014: 6).

In contrast, protest movements in Madrid, New York, and Istanbul 
have inspired and encouraged people to actively participate in political 
debates in discursive-democratic arenas, such as general assemblies. Since 
these arenas are open to everyone, they become the site of new experi-
ments in democratic practices that redeem the promise of democracy for 
a participatory moment in politics. By entrusting socially marginalized 
people with the representation of the movement or by drawing lots to de-
termine who speaks, these movements ensure a certain representational 
balance and prevent a takeover of the assembly by organized groups. And 
even if these “democratic innovations”2 do not prefigure a possible future 
democracy, they should be considered democratic exercises par excellence 
in the way they free people from political passivity and invite them to 
entertain different political opinions.

Another reason for deeming right wing protest non-emancipatory, 
despite it being able to exhibit transformative features, has to do with 
the language it employs. Riddled with tropes of totality and unity—“trai-
tors to the people,” “enemy invaders,” “lying press,” or “Islamization”—it 
seeks to absorb fears, rage, and hatred, and makes these feelings appear 
reasonable (Nguyen et. al 2022: 146). Ideologically, the opponent is por-
trayed as a negation of “one’s own form of existence” (Schmitt [1932] 
2007: 27), that is, as enemy, which can moreover significantly reduce the 
threshold for using violence.

Arguably, there is one aspect in which right-wing protest can broaden 
the discursive-democratic arenas. This kind of argument claims that hi-
erarchical structures as well as strong leadership in protest are better 
suited to assert demands. This in turn may attract people who, because 
of their social background and education, tend to shy away from voicing 
their opinions publicly. According to this view, right-wing populists can 
contribute to democratization by opening up new lines of conflict in the 
public sphere and by reconfiguring political problems in a way that in-
cludes the demands of those who have been overlooked or neglected in 
public debates.

There is a certain merit in this analysis. However, I argue, the politi-
cization of democracy is not the same as its democratization. Introducing 
new lines of conflict is never a contribution to the democratization of 
democracy per se. Of course, more competition of ideas often implies a 
livelier democracy. But for protest to be truly democratizing, it must also 
foster an open and experimental discursive democratic exchange.

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   67 9/8/2022   10:06:44 PM



68 Democratic Theory � Winter 2022

This assumption could be substantiated by referring once more to 
the feminist movement. In our discussion, we learned that sites of learn-
ing need to form within protest. These knowledge-building processes 
serve to draw a comprehensive picture about the exclusionary dynamic 
of modern democratic societies and can cultivate corresponding count-
er-strategies for empowerment. As Donatella della Porta and other social 
movement scholars have pointed out, this requires “discursive processes” 
(Della Porta 2020: 11), that is, talk and conversations—the speech acts—
and written communication of movement members that occur in the 
context of, or in relation to, movement activities” (Benford and Snow 
2000: 623). The internal structure of a protest collective needs to ensure 
that an exchange of different points of view can take place, that learning 
from each other is encouraged, that marginalized voices are heard, and 
that, last but not least, these measures bring about critical subjects, that 
is, people who can conduct these debates (see. Casas-Cortés et. al 2008: 
22).

Balancing Dramatization and Exchange

Some scholars see the defining characteristic of contemporary protest 
initiatives in their “negative politics” (Rosanvallon 2008: 182). They argue 
that today’s protesters are primarily against something (racism, sexism, 
homophobia, pollution, etc.) and articulate their negative criticism in a 
moralizing and thus “unpolitical” (ibid.: 22) way. Pierre Rosanvallon, for 
example, complains that recent protest initiatives fail “to develop a com-
prehensive understanding of problems associated with the organization 
of a shared world” (ibid.). This, he adds, “lead(s) to fragmentation and dis-
semination where coherence and comprehensiveness are needed” (ibid.: 
23f.). Is he right to assert that protest needs to focus on a common good 
for it to be considered a democratizing protest?

I would contest the premise that the common good is the appropri-
ate yardstick to assess the democratic potential of protest. What I find 
problematic about this view is the implicit assumption that any concern, 
simply by achieving substantial and far-reaching support in the public 
arena, could sway political decision-makers. According to this perspec-
tive, the democratic character of protest is essentially a matter of how 
convincingly political demands are presented to the public and how suc-
cessfully they can appeal to a the common good and draw support from 
other social groups, milieus, or classes.

Rosanvallon’s account is a good example to illustrate the deficits of a 
democratic theory that doesn’t take into account insights of a social-the-
ory-based critique of power. By failing to acknowledge underlying social 
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dynamics and structures, theories like his ignore that some social inter-
pretations of needs and interests—due to their systemic entanglement 
with the practices of reproduction of the given order—“have an exor-
bitantly higher chance of triggering consequences at the level of execu-
tive action than others” (Offe 1969: 164, translation by the author). So, no 
matter how common-good oriented a protest turns out to be, whether 
it gains momentum “at the level of executive action” mainly depends 
on other factors. Let us consider, for example, the protests of refugees, 
migrants, or sexual minorities. And let’s leave aside for a moment the 
disproportionately difficult task of marginalized groups, those in eco-
nomically precarious circumstances, or criminalized people to form a 
protest collective. For this is a minor obstacle in comparison to the great 
challenge facing these groups: getting their needs and demands recog-
nized by the majority society. Generally speaking, it is not intelligible 
for the majority society to see the specific needs of minorities as equally 
important and worthy of political consideration. What happens instead 
is that these needs are marginalized in public debates and their political 
demands are frequently dismissed as exaggerations or—in the case of ref-
ugees—deemed ungrateful, immodest, and greedy. (I won’t even mention 
the right-wing and racist counter-mobilizations.) But then, what channels 
of protest remain open for people who have come to realize that their 
grievances and needs are of no interest to the general public, at least in 
the foreseeable future?

One option would be to call out specific instances of oppression and 
exclusion by the majority society as moral shortcomings: “You turn a blind 
eye and allow this to happen! How is that consistent with your moral 
conscience?” The rationale behind criticizing every citizen’s individual 
moral failing is to gradually broaden the horizon of understanding, such 
that a particular problem could eventually become a problem of general 
concern. It is particularly interesting to note that in this view—and con-
trary to the claim of Rosanvallon—moralization is not only a conscious 
strategy of protest, but can in fact be constitutive of political protest.

This far, we have explained why the focus on the common good is not 
a suitable normative criterion for determining whether protest is democ-
ratizing. But what could be a good criterion instead?

I argue that two core principles of the idea of democracy must be 
taken into account when assessing transformative protest. The first prin-
ciple requires making the political dispute visible. The second principle 
insists that exchange and negotiation of these conflicting viewpoints 
should take place in public in a way that makes agreement or compro-
mise at least possible. Within protest initiatives, a balance has to be found 
between practices of critique, disruption, confrontation on one side, and 

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   69 9/8/2022   10:06:44 PM



70 Democratic Theory � Winter 2022

justification, debate, and readiness to tolerate ambivalence and confu-
sion between opinions on the other.

Given the power asymmetries in modern societies, political protest 
requires de facto confrontation; it is a core characteristic of protest (Ce-
likates 2021: 143). However, if every moment of protest is consumed by 
confrontation, and communication-oriented interaction with political 
opponents disappears from the political repertoire, protest risks losing 
some of its emancipatory and democratizing appeal. Without open ex-
change, without uncertainty and discomfort, discursive practices within 
transformative protest networks, movements, or initiatives tend to adopt 
positions that are in absolute opposition to the political establishment. 
This development will in turn weaken the reflexive democratic practices 
internal to such collectives, reducing debate to ideological disagreements. 
Discussions become dominated by platitudes, stereotypes, and ‘half 
knowledge’ that serve the purpose of self-assurance. Rather than fostering 
critical thinking and political judgment, this tends to confirm entrenched 
beliefs, biases and prejudice. If legitimate objections or compromises by 
those with differing views are not entertained, it renders democratic dis-
putes and debates not only futile but also impossible (see Volk 2018: 15).

Protest collectives in modern democracies, I argue, carry political re-
sponsibility, even if the responsibility differs from that of parties and 
politicians. It is rooted in what Claude Lefort called the “democratic expe-
rience” (Lefort 1986: 20). Besides being an organizational regime, democ-
racy is a social form of life that is shaped by democratic constitutionalism, 
the protection of fundamental political rights, rule of law, the history of 
protest, etc. One crucial aspect of the democratic experience is the knowl-
edge that protest in democracies does not require a great heroic deed 
and is rarely a matter of life and death. This may sound banal, but it is 
reflected in how protest manifests in democracies: in its campaigns and 
organization, its practices, and the emotional and affective constitution 
of activists, and so on.

Readiness to Become Someone Else

From the point of view of a critical democratic theory, protest collectives 
face a paradox, the paradox of democratic protest. In their protest, po-
litical activists often take to the streets with the immanent conviction 
(from which they derive self-legitimation and which fuels mobilization) 
that they are morally more credible, politically more convincing, or sci-
entifically more conclusive than the majority society, its policy propos-
als, party programs, or media coverage. I would even claim that it is the 
very condition of existence of transformative protest that it believes in 
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a fundamental superiority (capitalist society vs. anti-capitalist protest; 
sexist and racist society vs. anti-sexist and anti-racist movement, pro-mi-
gration elite vs. migration as a threat to national identity), while the 
truthfulness of its assertions is never questioned within the movement, 
initiative, or network itself (Luhmann 1995: 205). Just imagine an an-
ti-capitalist movement in doubt about whether capitalism is the central 
problem. This would certainly put its existence at risk.

The paradox comes into play when we remind ourselves that this kind 
of risk is required for democratization. If we accept that public exchange 
and the negotiation of conflicting viewpoints is a pillar of democratic 
practice, the willingness to have one’s own moral judgments and political 
convictions questioned by others and to enter into political disputes is 
a necessary process. Hence, democratic disputes about moral values are 
both socially divisive as well as constitutive. By critically examining the 
reality of moral convictions, we are able to revise them. This readiness to 
revise who we are, to become someone else by debating political oppo-
nents is what democratic practice asks of us.

But I am advocating neither to discursively accommodate racist or 
sexist positions nor to engage in any other kind of debate that questions 
human dignity. Nor do I intend to downplay the contribution that a rigor-
ous moral standpoint and a decisive political critique plays for the sense 
of self-worth, the ability to mobilize politically, and the empowerment of 
those social groups who are sexually or racially oppressed. And yet, the 
anything but trivial question remains: How should criticism be articu-
lated to be compatible with the idea and promise of democracy?

If we take a look at the history of political protest and its theoriza-
tion, both Mahatma Gandhi’s and Martin Luther King’s writings can help 
us clarify this point. Gandhi as well as King were convinced that they 
were on the side of justice, and they firmly believed that their political 
opponents were wrong. Yet, it was especially King who asked himself 
how to fight for his convictions without undermining democracy, how to 
frame the political opponent, what political rhetoric and means to use, 
etc. His philosophy of non-violence, his conviction that the struggle must 
be directed against an unjust system and not against individuals caught 
in it, and his plea not to humiliate the opponent but to awaken a sense 
of moral shame and to win his understanding, all stand testament to his 
concern for democratic practice.

Of paramount importance in this context, however, are his and 
Gandhi’s reflections on the idea of “self-purification” (King [1963] 2002: 3; 
Gandhi [1911] 1999: 39). Self-purification can be understood as a technique 
of subjectivation that anchors the willingness for questioning and trans-
forming the self in protest.
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In his famous letter from Birmingham jail, King writes that the Black 
Americans’ frustration, anger, and rage with the ongoing repression and 
racial exclusion must be articulated through demonstrations, singing, 
and shouting. The Black American, King continues, has “many pent up 
resentments and latent frustrations. He has to get them out. . . . If his 
repressed emotions do not come out in these nonviolent ways, they will 
come out in ominous expressions of violence” (King [1963] 2002: 12). How-
ever, as King points out, another essential element of the “nonviolent 
campaign” is “self-purification” (ibid.: 3). Workshops and training ses-
sions need to ensure that protesters do not take to the streets in hatred, 
he argues. It is of paramount importance to see and understand that, for 
King, one central idea of protest (apart from its expressive dimension, 
from its raising pressure and dramatizing issues) is to regain one’s dignity 
and to refuse to be guided by one’s hatred and frustration. Thus, for King, 
realizing the possibility of free democratic coexistence vitally depends on 
us changing, on us becoming someone else.

King as well as Gandhi, from whom King takes the idea, add to the 
imaginary of protest a dimension of self-questioning. This opens up the 
possibility of discussing the social implications of domination, that is, of 
examining how repression, social disciplining, and shaping have an ef-
fect on the individual or the collective, and how they distort perceptions 
of the self and the world, and thus affect the interaction with the political 
opponent. Against this background, self-purification as the readiness to 
become someone else can be seen as a democratic act par excellence, be-
cause it creates a basis on which understanding and democratic exchange 
become possible—and this despite or precisely because of the fact that 
“we and the social world are relentlessly constructed by powers beyond 
our ken and control” (Brown 2011: 53), which itself in turn has the conse-
quence that domination in democracy will probably never be completely 
overcome. Protest that enables such reflexivity and self-purification can 
be characterized as emancipatory. Against this background, self-purifi-
cation as a willingness to become another can be seen as a democratic 
act par excellence, because it creates a basis on which understanding and 
democratic exchange become possible.

To further illuminate this point, it will be helpful to contrast self-pu-
rification both with an inherent feature of right-wing populist mobiliza-
tion strategy and with the mode of subjectivation that right-wing protest 
cultivates.

Sociological studies of right-wing populist voters by, among others, 
Arlie Russell Hochschild (2016) for Southern United States, Steffen Mau 
(2019) for East Germany, and Didier Eribon (2019) for France, have shown 
that the majority of these people feel powerless, ruled by a disconnected 
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elite, vilified, and degraded. Feeling powerless and inferior leaves them 
unable to see themselves and large parts of their lives in an affirmative 
way; they harbor ressentiment. If we leave aside the central fact at this 
point that this ressentiment or desire for revenge by parts of a historically 
dominant white population in the face of lost entitlements must not be 
equated with the anger and outrage that historically disadvantaged groups 
express in the face of racist, sexist, and other forms of oppression—an 
aspect too often neglected in the debate, as Gurminder Bhambra (2017) 
points out—then we find in these studies an analysis of a particular form 
of subjectivity that right-wing populist protest has brought to the sur-
face: At the moment of revolt, the only thing that matters for individuals 
subjectivized in this way is to express themselves and their resentments 
publicly. First and foremost, they demand recognition for the insults, be-
trayals and humiliations they have suffered. Speaking up about feeling 
cheated and ignored takes precedence over facts.

Right-wing protest cultivates and instrumentalizes a self-righteous 
and affective type of subjectivation by providing a public political stage 
where fear and anger are claimed to be taken seriously, while they are 
being translated into racist, etc., political demands. Simultaneously, pop-
ulist politicians are keen to bring about the very world in which hatred, 
anger, and fear appears to be justified. The most successful means to do 
this are the proliferation of fake news, alternative facts, defamation, half-
truths, and propagandistic agitation. The deeper rational and real func-
tion of right-wing populist protest is to reassure people that they can stay 
exactly as they are, and that everyone else is wrong, corrupt, and must 
change. This protest pursues an absurd political agenda, namely to revive 
an allegedly ideal and idyllic past in which ordinary people, the autoch-
thones, held political power and the political leaders stood up for their 
interests.

conclusion

The aim of this article has been to develop an interpretative framework 
for protest in modern democratic societies, both in order to determine 
more accurately its function and meaning, and in order to develop nor-
mative criteria for evaluating its democratic credentials. I have argued 
that we can identify two types of protest, which exhibit different func-
tions and meanings, respectively. The political function of reformist pro-
test in a modern democracy is to express dissatisfaction, to dissent, to 
criticize, to raise awareness for hitherto neglected issues in the public po-
litical arena, and to push policy makers to meet its demands. Its meaning 
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in terms of democratic theory consists in making clear that the political 
enabling structure of modern democratic societies is not only guaranteed 
by constitutional law, but that civil society’s collectively and publicly ar-
ticulated dissent instills in citizens the knowledge and experience that 
protest is a central element of a living democratic culture and an option 
to express one’s concerns.

The central function of transformative protest, in contrast, is to offer 
an alternative interpretation of the basic principles of democracy. It fun-
damentally criticizes the existing implementation of these principles and 
reveals the unrealized promises of the democratic order caused by the key 
practices of order reproduction in place. The meaning of transformative 
protest in modern democracies is its critique of domination. Transforma-
tive protest reveals those structures, mechanisms, and practices of repro-
duction in modern democratic societies that are responsible for people 
perceiving this order as an alien coercive power that determines their 
lives. Whether and when such coercive power is legitimate or whether 
such a discourse of legitimacy makes sense at all from the point of view 
of a theory of politics is beyond the scope of this article.

In a final step, I focused on identifying four criteria by which to dis-
tinguish emancipatory from non-emancipatory features of transforma-
tive protest. I looked at the kind of political interaction that exists within 
protest collectives, between political opponents and with the public. I 
was not interested in analyzing under what conditions political protest 
was successful in asserting its demands, since this depends on various 
factors in complex societies. Neither did I focus on the duration of these 
interactions or their society-wide applicability.

Political protest in democracies is an important source for explor-
ing alternative social relations, political experiences, and forms of de-
cision-making. As such, they should have the possibility to try out new 
forms of democratic life that, viewed from the status quo, can seem 
absurd and utopian. To assess these forms of protest in terms of their 
immediate, overall social feasibility fails to recognize precisely this eman-
cipatory function of protest. Rather, I argue, in evaluating the function 
and meaning of protest, we should study its ideational dimension: how 
protest influences the way people perceive the democratic order and 
whether they can feel part of it or not, what horizons of experience are 
opened up by protest, and what social imaginaries about agency, commu-
nity, and conflict resolution emerge.
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	 abstract: Democratic innovation is one way the multiple crises of 
democracy can be addressed. The literature on democratic innovation has 
yet to adequately interrogate the role of social movements, and more spe-
cifically the movement of democratic imaginaries, in innovation, nor has it 
considered the specific mechanisms through which movements translate 
democratic imaginaries and practices into innovation. This article provides 
a preliminary roadmap for methodological and conceptual innovation in our 
understanding of the role of social movements in democratic innovation. 
It introduces the concept of democratic innovation repertoires and argues 
that: a) we need to broaden our conceptualization and analysis of demo-
cratic innovation to encompass the role of social movements; and b) we 
need to understand how the relationship between democratic movement 
imaginaries and the praxis that movements develop in their quest to “save” 
or strengthen democracy can shape democratic innovation beyond move-
ment arenas after mobilizing “events” have passed.
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The crisis of democracy and its continued resilience in the face of un-
precedented challenges has been the object of much political scholarship 
(McCaffrie and Akram 2014; Della Porta 2013; Rosanvallon 2008; Tormey 
2014). While the support for democratic values remains strong, trust in 
and satisfaction with its institutions and representatives has led to a grow-
ing distance between state and citizens (Norris 2012). Increasing autocra-
tization in democracies is another key concern (Lührmann et al. 2020). 
The contemporary democracy literature has widely echoed the critiques 
made by citizen mobilizations over the last decade, and can be grouped 
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into four main areas: crisis of democracy (Dardot and Laval 2019; Crouch 
2004; Della Porta 2013; Mair 2013; Streeck 2011); the post-representative 
possibilities for democracy (Feenstra & Keane 2014; Keane 2009; Rosan-
vallon 2008; Tormey 2015); normative proposals on models or repertoires 
(deliberation, sortition, referenda, citizen assemblies), and how practices 
and dynamics can be improved (Barber, 2013; Fishkin 2011; Serdült 2018; 
Sintomer 2017; van Reybrouck 2016).

The recent and ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has presented new and 
urgent challenges for democracy. It has highlighted the limitations of 
nationalism, the nation-state and contemporary democratic countries in 
addressing global challenges. It has highlighted and exacerbated exist-
ing inequalities and has thrown up both manifestations of transnational 
solidarity and increased boundaries between “us” and “them” in imag-
ined communities under threat. It has curtailed democratic rights and 
freedoms to protest and assembly, but also stimulated democratic inno-
vation, in many cases in the form of citizen-driven responses (Afsahi et 
al. 2020; Flesher Fominaya 2022). As democracies face the second major 
global crisis in little over a decade, the need for innovation becomes all 
the more urgent.

In this article, I argue that the literature on democratic innovation 
has yet to adequately interrogate the role of social movements, and more 
specifically the movement of democratic imaginaries, in innovation, nor 
has it considered the specific mechanisms through which movements 
translate democratic imaginaries and practices into innovation (section 1). 
I then point to some advances in social movement studies that highlight 
the contributions of social movements to democratic innovation, but sug-
gest these need to be much more developed (section 2). To this end, I offer 
a preliminary roadmap for methodological and conceptual innovation in 
our understanding of the role of social movements in democratic inno-
vation. I present the concept of democratic innovation repertoires and offer a 
framework for their analysis in social movements, using examples from 
pro-democracy movements (PDMs) to illustrate how this might be applied 
(section 3). I argue that not only do we need to broaden our conceptual-
ization and analysis of democratic innovation to encompass the role of 
social movements, we also need to understand how the relationship be-
tween democratic movement imaginaries and the praxis that movements 
develop in their quest to “save” or strengthen democracy can shape dem-
ocratic innovation beyond movement arenas, after mobilizing “events” 
have passed (section 4), and in the face of new challenges (section 5). I 
illustrate this point further drawing on the case studies of how Hong 
Kong and Taiwan’s pro-democracy movements responded to COVID-19 
(section 6). I conclude by highlighting the key arguments, pointing to 
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some challenges and limitations of the approach, and calling for greater 
dialogue between democratic theory and social movement studies.

democratic innovation

In academic debates, discussions of widespread democratic malaise and 
its remedies revolve around the relative merits of formal models of de-
mocracy (e.g., participatory, deliberative, strong, discursive, welfare), 
with proponents arguing for more or less citizen participation, expertise, 
and knowledge (Brennan 2017; Crouch 2004; Della Porta 2020; Earle et al. 
2017; Schumpeter 1943). Minimalist definitions of democracy that focus 
on procedural aspects (such as electoral accountability) are dominant, 
and because of their realist focus on the actual features and institutions of 
Western contemporary politics, empirical theories of democracy are ill-
equipped to capture alternative visions of democracy (Held 2006: 166), such 
as those developed in pro-democracy movements. I understand pro-de-
mocracy movements as those movements that take democracy as a cen-
tral problematic and core ideational and practical organizing principle.

Democratic innovation studies develop from the analysis of a wide 
range of practical, political, and theoretical responses to the critiques of 
contemporary democracy, the decline in citizen trust in and satisfaction 
with it, and attempts to regenerate it. Democratic innovation is defined 
in the literature as some form of improvement or change that seeks to 
increase, diversify, or deepen opportunities for citizen participation in 
governance, policy, or public administration processes (Elstub and Esco-
bar 2017; Giessel 2012; Smith 2009; Stewart 1996).

John Stewart defines democratic innovations as processes “designed 
to bring the informed views of ordinary citizens into the processes of 
local government” (Stewart 1996: 32). Graham Smith (2009: 5–6) also 
adopts an institution-focused approach by defining democratic innova-
tions as institutions that have been specifically designed to increase and 
deepen citizen participation in the political decision-making process. Ste-
phen Elstub and Oliver Escobar argue that “participatory and deliberative 
democracy can and do overlap in practice, despite theoretical differences 
and tensions between them” (Elstub and Escobar 2017: 10. Despite the 
recognition for the possibility for hybridity, with few exceptions (e.g., 
Della Porta 2013) these definitions focus exclusively on the relationship 
between citizens and governance institutions processes, and explore in-
novations emerging from governance institutions themselves. Brigitte 
Geissel (2012), for example, argues that the purpose of democratic inno-
vations is to improve the quality of democratic governance.
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Although Elstub and Escobar recognize that “democratic innovations 
are political sites for collective action” (2017: 4), their extensive scoping 
review reveals that existing literature almost exclusively focuses on pro-
cedural elements of democracy and innovation, sets aside treatments of 
the normative and substantive concerns that motivate innovation, and 
adopts a top-down policy-driven focus. While the starting assumption of 
the literature is that democratic innovations seek to reimagine the re-
lationship between citizens and governance processes and institutions, 
attention to the alternative democratic imaginaries developed in social 
movements and the civil sphere is left out. Given the important role of 
social movements in democratic innovation (Della Porta 2020; Tilly and 
Wood 2012), it is striking that, as Warren (2009) also notes, it has been 
policymaking rather than politics that has dominated the field.

Unlike most scholars of democracy, democratic innovators in social 
movements are operating with fuzzy models of democracy and focus on 
specific substantive issues central to their vision of democratic ideals. It is 
precisely this lack of being beholden to classical models and the focus on 
solving specific problems and democratic deficits that potentially enables 
the leap of imagination necessary to effectively innovate. Their imaginar-
ies encompass substantive (why) not just procedural (how) components, 
and are oriented toward solving specific democratic deficits. Forcing 
these fuzzy movement models of democracy into classical models risks 
omitting precisely those elements that may be innovative, by failing to 
capture innovations that transcend pre-existing formal models, such as 
those based on technopolitical imaginaries, which have been central in 
several PDMs and post-mobilization innovations (Gerbaudo 2012; Postill 
2018; Romanos and Sádaba 2015).

Furthermore, formal procedural models are not designed to explore 
the role of national political cultures in shaping imaginaries and inno-
vation repertoires. Yet work on movement transnational diffusion has 
shown the importance of national political cultures in facilitating or im-
peding the adoption of new ideas and practices (Flesher Fominaya 2016; 
Malets and Zajak 2014; Wood 2010).

In sum, the literature on democratic innovation is dominated by 
top-down approaches that focus on governance institutions, which has 
yielded a wealth of literature. However, it has largely ignored the role 
of conflict, contention, and social movements in producing democratic 
innovation, substituting a focus on policy for a focus on politics. Because 
it is based on formal procedural models that measure what is already in 
place, it cannot adequately capture the fuzzy democratic imaginaries of 
social movement actors who experiment with alternatives and can serve 
as sources and carriers of innovation.
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insights from social movements: an Emerging 
focus on movements as carriers of innovation

For its part, the scholarship on social movements and democracy has 
demonstrated the role of movements as producers and carriers of innova-
tion, but still suffers from a focus on procedural models and forms of orga-
nization and a relative lack of attention to movement imaginaries. Despite 
these limitations, the important role of social movements in democracy 
and innovation has been well established in the literature. Movements are 
central actors in democracy, contributing to processes of democratization 
(Tilly and Wood 2012). They serve a watch-dog function (e.g., exposing and 
monitoring corruption), bear witness against social injustices, give voice 
to marginalized groups, and make claims on policy makers and represen-
tatives (Feenstra et al. 2017; Keane 2011; Melucci 1989; Touraine 1988). So-
cial movements often express and offer alternatives to democratic malaise 
from both progressive and regressive positions (Casas-Cortés et al. 2008; 
Della Porta and Diani 2020: Della Porta and Felicetti 2017; Habermas 1985; 
Kriesi and Pappas 2015), with the global wave of pro-democracy move-
ments following the global crash of 2008 and mobilizations in response to 
the coronavirus crisis offering recent emblematic cases.

Social movements and other civil society actors can also serve as 
important sources of democratic innovation (Castells 1997; Mansbridge 
1983; Polletta 2012). They can “strengthen the normative foundation of 
democracy . . . by empowering citizens, channelling social demands and 
defusing violence” (Della Porta 2020: 145). They can enrich the public 
sphere, initiating and influencing political debate (Kriesi 2004), raising 
citizen awareness of key issues, increasing citizen ability to make consid-
ered judgements, and organizing mechanisms of direct democracy that 
increase citizen participation. Della Porta and Felicetti (2017: 128) argue 
that movements enhance democracy by “promoting internal practices 
of democracy” and by “introducing democratic innovation into existing 
institutions.” Yet we should expand our understanding of movement 
innovation even further: Activists innovate beyond movements by also 
creating new organizations, such as movement-parties, socially transfor-
mative enterprises, or citizen projects that innovate in democratic par-
ticipation, monitoring, or whistleblowing practices. We also still know 
very little about the precise relation between movement democratic 
innovation repertoires developed within movements during periods of 
mobilization and experimentation and democratic innovation that stems 
from those processes in non-movement arenas (e.g., governance institu-
tions) and after periods of mobilization or in new periods of mobiliza-
tion.Activists are known to be “carriers” of movement innovations (new 
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imaginaries, ideational frameworks, knowledge, tools, and practices) into 
different non-movement arenas—such as political parties, governance in-
stitutions, and social enterprise organizations—post-mobilization. Social 
movements are also known to have positive impacts on democracy (Della 
Porta 2020: Flesher Fominaya 2020; Tilly and Wood 2012), yet we still 
understand little about how, why, or what pro-democracy movements 
contribute to democratic innovation post-mobilization and with what 
challenges or effects. What is more, despite the explicit expression of 
democratic malaise across pro-democracy movements, and strong claims 
that this global wave has led to the emergence of a new global democratic 
imaginary (Tormey 2015), we are still lacking a systematic exploration of 
the understandings of democracy that participants mobilized in these 
movements and how these varied across sites. This knowledge is nota-
bly absent from existing comparative democracy indices, but is necessary 
for a robust understanding of how social movements impact democratic 
innovation. V-Dem (Lührmann et al. 2020), a major global democracy 
index, for example, distinguishes between two forms of pro-democracy 
activism: that which resists the dismantling of democracy (democratic 
countries), and that which seeks to establish democratic institutions (au-
tocratic countries). This distinction fails to recognize and capture pro-de-
mocracy activism and innovation in democratic regimes that goes beyond 
the defense of a liberal democratic status quo and instead pushes for “real 
democracy” or a strengthening of existing democratic institutions.

Periods of crisis can create opportunities for democratic innovation 
by social movements because political institutions become destabilized 
and more permeable to critique, and because public demand for reme-
dies for their grievances makes them receptive to alternative approaches 
to the status quo (Flesher Fominaya 2021; Goldstone 1980; Kriesi and Wis-
ler 1999; Langman 2013). Mobilization during times of crisis can represent 
a “critical juncture” (Della Porta 2018) in which protests pass from routine 
to exceptional events that spur long term major changes in institutional 
politics, culture, and society (Tarrow 2017). Yet because social movement 
outcomes (i.e., consequences and impacts) are notoriously challenging to 
study (Giugni 2008), the precise ways that social movements impact dem-
ocratic innovation are difficult to capture. This is largely due to the inter-
nal complexity of social movements, their diffuse and ongoing effects, 
and the difficulty of analytically delimiting them in time and space. Yet 
capturing progressive movements’ democratic innovations is necessary 
in order to address pressing challenges facing contemporary democracy, 
and current predominant frameworks in the literature on democratic 
innovation theory and social movement scholarship do not provide ad-
equate tools to do so.
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Existing scholarship has yet to adequately interrogate the role of 
movement democratic imaginaries in innovation nor the specific mech-
anisms through which movements translate democratic imaginaries and 
practices into innovation. If indeed PDMs provide a possible source of 
regeneration for democracies in crisis, then we need to design research 
able to capture and interrogate the movement imaginaries of democracy 
and citizenship that inspire innovative practices, precisely the “imagi-
nary” element of democratic innovation that is included in scholarly 
definitions but rarely interrogated. Failing to do so risks eliminating a 
priori precisely those aspects of innovation that can potentially serve to 
regenerate democracy.

What might such an approach look like? In what follows I will sketch 
out a framework for capturing democratic innovation repertoires within 
social movements, before suggesting avenues for research on movement 
democratic innovation beyond social movements, and in the face of new 
crises, using examples from three pro-democracy movements: in Spain, 
Hong Kong, and Taiwan.

capturing “democratic innovation repertoires” within 
social movements: an analytical framework

Scholarship on progressive and “new social movements” has emphasized 
the central concern with democracy as internal practice and primary de-
mand across a broad range of movements and geographies (Braungart and 
Braungart 1990; Castells 1997; Maeckelbergh 2009; Melucci 1989,). Deep 
treatments that also capture the democratic imaginaries and prefigura-
tive practices of social movements have produced rich qualitative data but 
have tended to focus on single case studies (Flesher Fominaya 2020); anal-
yses of the internal dynamics of social movements (Breines 1989; Freeman 
[1970] 2013; Katsiaficas 2006; Mansbridge 1983; Polletta 2012;); and periods 
of contentious mobilization (Maeckelbergh 2009; McKay 1998).

Much literature on social movements understandably focuses on 
repertoires of contention, and on the conflictual aspects of mobilization 
(Crossley 2002; McAdam et al 2001). But movements do not just focus 
on contention and protest; a great amount of energy goes into prefigura-
tive experimentation and producing new knowledge (Maeckelbergh 2009; 
Melucci 1989,). Prefigurative experimentation was a core characteristic of 
the global wave of PDMs, facilitated by the organizational form of occu-
pation camps that were fixed in space and persisted across time, enabling 
new social relations and synergies to develop (Flesher Fominaya 2020; 
McCurdy et al 2016,). Prefigurative politics in social movements refers to 
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direct social action that develops and practices alternatives that embody 
the ends the movement is striving to realize in the wider society in the 
future (Graeber 2002; Leach 2013; Maeckelbergh 2009, 2011; Van de Sande 
2013; Yates 2015). As self-directed action rather than opponent-oriented 
conflict, prefiguration is left out of most contentious politics approaches 
in the field.

Prefiguration is crucial for pro-democracy movements that seek to align 
their internal practices with their political goals (Blee 2012; Maeckelbergh 
2009; Polletta 2012) such as those under discussion here. These movements 
are laboratories of democratic experimentation in which shared critical 
and alternative understandings of democracy develop, as activists explore 
what “good” or “real” democracy might look like, and what is required for 
it to work (Flesher Fominaya 2020; Maeckelbergh 2009).

Scholars also recognize that democracy in social movements has a 
constructed and contested meaning that poses a challenge to liberal rep-
resentative democracy (Della Porta 2020; Maecklebergh 2009), yet the 
substance of those meanings is rarely explored systematically or in depth 
(but see Maeckelbergh 2009).

Many PDMs, for example, are motivated by democratic imaginaries 
stemming from movement traditions (e.g., technopolitical, feminist, au-
tonomous) that existing formal models (i.e., participatory, deliberative) 
are poorly equipped to capture. Instead, I propose starting with an anal-
ysis of ideational frameworks. Movements engage in micro-political or 
cultural interventions that generate “know how” or the cognitive praxis 
that informs social activity (Casas-Cortés et al. 2008). Activists’ ideational 
frameworks link democratic imaginaries to specific prefigurative move-
ment practices (such as organizing nonhierarchically), and to specific de-
mands and proposals outside movements (e.g., reforming or creating new 
institutions in wider society). They are also oriented toward addressing 
defined democratic deficits (e.g., corruption, insufficient citizen input, 
information disorders, gender inequality). This nexus comprises the ide-
ational frameworks of PDMs (see Figure 1).

Democratic ideational frameworks in PDMs combine imaginaries 
with diagnostic frames that encompass problem definition, causal attri-
butions, and attributions of responsibility/blame (adversarial framing), 

Figure 1 Ideational Frameworks

Democratic Imaginaries
Diagnostic Frames (Problem Definition)
Prognostic Frames (Proposed Solutions)
Collective Action Frames (Motivating Action)
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prognostic frames designed to solve defined problems, and collective action 
frames that legitimize and inspire social movement campaigns and moti-
vate by-standers to act (Benford and Snow 2000; Snow and Benford 1992; 
Snow et al. 2019). To explore cutting-edge democratic innovation from 
below, therefore, we need to move beyond existing models and gener-
ate new typologies that integrate movement-generated democratic ide-
ational frameworks.

Delineating movement ideational frameworks is not an easy and neat 
process, as movements are heterogeneous actors that draw on multiple 
traditions and influences. When these frameworks interact synergisti-
cally, they can draw in a wide range of actors and develop master frames 
that orient collective action. These can then influence movement culture 
(including praxis and ideologies) and collective identity—or the sense of 
collective belonging and shared vision. In Spain’s 15-M movement, for 
example, participants’ understanding of democracy encompassed at least 
three core ideational frameworks that merged to forge a new movement 
culture known as quincemayismo or 15-Mism (these core ideational frame-
works are delineated in Table 1 below).1

Ideational frameworks therefore play a crucial role in shaping what 
I term “democratic innovation repertoires” (see Figure 2). Demo-
cratic innovation repertoires encompass core ideational frameworks, 
democratic practices (e.g., prefiguration, organization, decision-making), 

Table 1 Core Ideational frameworks of 15-M (reproduced from Flesher Fominaya 
2020: 130)

• Autonomy: commitment to deliberative /participatory/direct democracy, hori-
zontality, inclusivity and diversity, DIY and direct action, social transformation 
through resistance and creating alternatives, unmediated politics, prefigura-
tion, consensus/common minimums, assembly-based, non-permanent or fixed 
delegations of responsibility, leaderful/leaderless, commons/communal spaces

• Feminism: overturning patriarchy, highlighting the gendered nature of auster-
ity, focus on care, solidarity, and collective self-empowerment, non-violence, 
redefining citizen security as being that which guarantees the individual and 
social welfare of citizens (as opposed to guarding them from external threats), 
expertise as including shared knowledge from below, consciousness raising, 
prefiguration, commons

• Hacker Ethics and Technopolitical Imaginaries: commitment to open 
source/transparency, digital commons, collective intelligence, crowd sourcing, 
replicability, participation, horizontal information/knowledge sharing, hack-
ing (finding better solutions to problems by collectively building on existing 
knowledge), anonymity, right to privacy, contesting surveillance, harnessing 
the power of the digital, DIY

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   86 9/8/2022   10:06:45 PM



Fominaya � “Democratic Innovation Repertoires” and Their Impact 87

democratic innovations (proposed alternatives), and repertoires of con-
tention, action, and communication.

Introducing a more complex understanding of democracy within 
movements will enable us to capture the role of ideational frameworks 
and prefigurative practices in shaping innovation in movements and be-
yond (see Figure 2).

Within PDMs, activists are socialized into prefigurative democratic 
practices, are imbued with new imaginaries that are collectively gener-
ated through participation, build new social bonds of trust and solidarity, 
and develop expertise and skills in democratic innovation (Diani 1997; 
Maeckelbergh 2009; Van Dyke and Dixon 2013). PDMs engage in demo-
cratic innovation not only by producing new imaginaries and practices, 
but also new norms, expectations, skills, and practical knowledge ori-
ented toward emancipatory social transformation and democratic regen-
eration (Benford and Snow 2000; Eyerman and Jamison 1991; Cox and 
Flesher Fominaya 2009; Melucci 1996). Yet effective translation beyond 
movements is not a given: there has been widespread skepticism about 
the enduring positive effects of PDMs (van de Sande 2013) and many of 
these movements appear to have faded away once the squares were emp-
tied (Tufekci 2017).

Analyzing positive cases, therefore, is one way to begin to flesh out 
the role of movement imaginaries in producing innovative effects beyond 
the movement milieus (e.g., occupy camps, social centers) in which they 
are developed.

capturing movement innovation Beyond movement 
arenas: from movement to institutions

Political institutions have often been considered as almost beyond the 
reach of social movements because they are designed to withstand 
change by challengers, maintain stability, and be self-perpetuating 
(Kriesi and Wisler 1999). Yet the decline of legitimacy in political insti-
tutions in times of crisis opens opportunities for movement innovators 
(Wagner-Pacifici 2017; Beissinger 2002). Social movements can engage in 

Figure 2 Democratic Innovation Repertoires

Ideational frameworks (Fig. 1)
Democratic practices (e.g., prefiguration, organization, decision-making)
Democratic innovations (proposed alternatives, experiments)
Repertoires of contention/ action/ communication
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“democracy-driven governance,” by which social movements attempt to 
“invent new, and reclaim and transform existing, spaces of participatory 
governance and shape them to respond to citizens’ demands” (Bua and 
Bussu 2020: 716).

Progressive pro-democracy movements can impact democracy by 
experimenting with and modelling new forms of democratic participa-
tion, incubating new democratic imaginaries, and proposing changes in 
political institutions to regenerate democracy. Their influence becomes 
more explicit and direct when activists successfully enter electoral poli-
tics. With the entrance of social movement actors into governance insti-
tutions following the global wave of PDM mobilization, there has been 
a resurgence of interest in new movement parties, the relation between 
social movements and new municipal governments, and the capacity 
of social movements to “save democracy” through democratic innova-
tion in governance institutions (Della Porta 2013, 2020; Della Porta et al 
2017; Flesher Fominaya 2020; Font and García-Espin 2019; Tarrow 2021). 
In Spain, following the 15-M mobilizations, many activists participated in 
the new municipalism for change, a series of movement-based coalitions 
that ended up governing Madrid, Barcelona, and other Spanish cities in 
2015. As carriers of movement innovation, the types of ideational frame-
works activists subscribe to are likely to have an impact on post-mobili-
zation innovation. Research by Romanos and Sádaba (2015) has suggested 
that an affinity for digitally-enabled democratic frameworks and a be-
lief in the power of digital tools for democratic innovation in Spain’s 
15-M Indignados movement facilitated the transition from movement to 
movement-party for many activists when they supported the hybrid party 
Podemos and the new municipalist movement coalitions. In earlier work 
(Flesher Fominaya 2020), I have shown how the integration of move-
ment imaginaries into party “promises” enabled movement support for 
newcomer party Podemos in Spain following widespread post-2008 an-
ti-austerity mobilizations, illustrating movement influence on party in-
novation in its early stages.

The democratic innovation introduced by 15-M activists into the in-
stitutional arena in Spain’s major cities through Barcelona en Comú (Bar-
celona) and Ahora Madrid coalitions is well documented, and includes 
participatory budgets and experimentation with citizens’ assembly based 
on random selection that is designed to put forward proposals and to 
intervene in designing public policies (Calleja and Toret 2019; Font and 
García-Espín 2020; Ganuza and Mendiharat 2020; Nez and Ganuza 2020). 
But only focusing on the procedural aspects of innovation misses the 
deeper influence of imaginaries on democratic innovation. The technop-
olitical imaginaries of 15-M strongly influenced Barcelona en Comú’s and 
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Ahora Madrid’s policy agenda (Barandiaran 2019; Calleja and Toret 2019). 
The influence of Spain’s pro-democracy movement on the new munici-
palism was also encompassed in the much broader desire to create “dem-
ocratic cities” (Roth, Monterde, and Calleja-López 2019)—a goal in which 
multiple democratic imaginaries were given reign. The 15-M movement’s 
strong ideological and practical commitment to “the commons” that 
formed a core element of their democratic imaginaries (see Table 1) also 
deeply influenced the discourse and policies of so-called radical munici-
palism when former activists in the movement assumed the leadership 
of governing coalitions across Spain in 2015. Although more attention 
has been paid to procedural (organs and processes) innovations such as 
the participatory mechanisms of Decidim Barcelona or Decide Madrid 
(Barandiaran et al. 2017; Peña-López 2017), the shift toward commons 
thinking (i.e., prioritizing citizen welfare over private interests) as the 
criteria against which policies can be evaluated can also be seen as a fun-
damental democratic innovation. Barcelona en Comú adopted policies 
that attempted to foster co-operative business models and the solidarity 
economy (Bua and Bussu 2020; Roth, Monterde, and Calleja-López 2019;). 
The movement commitment to feminism as a crucial component of a 
radical democratic imaginary, which was explicitly adopted as a core pol-
icy criterion (i.e., a core democratic principle), is another example of how 
movement imaginaries can lead to democratic innovation beyond move-
ment arenas (Cruells and Alfama 2019; Roth and Rosich 2019). The “femi-
nization” of politics within progressive electoral political spaces, (which 
I have suggested elsewhere is more accurately termed the feminist-ization 
of politics, Fominaya 2020) has led to a profound shift in how politics and 
democracy are defined, including a change in the understanding of good 
leadership (e.g., a positive promotion of collective leadership, leadership 
based on effectiveness rather than knowledge or opinion, and leadership 
based on the ability to coordinate and bring together), and a reprioriti-
zation of the common good and care for the most vulnerable (Fominaya 
2020; Roth and Rosich 2019).

Capturing the Influence of Social Movements on 
democratic innovation in the face of new challenges

The difficulties in capturing the impact of social movements (Giugni et 
al. 1999; Passy and Monsch 2019) become greater the farther we move 
away from periods of visible mobilization. The afterlives of social move-
ments are relatively “invisible” compared to periods of mobilization, yet 
sustained and influential movements continue to exert myriad effects 
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on politics, society, and culture long after mobilization has waned (Ross 
2008). Scholars agree on the crucial importance of understanding the af-
terlives of movements yet they tend to shy away from the significant 
methodological and conceptual challenges it presents (Giugni et al. 1999; 
Tilly 1999). Most work has focused on the more easily measured short-
term policy or legislative impacts of social movements, rather than their 
broader, more diffuse, and longer term political, social, cultural, and bi-
ographical impacts (Giugni 2008). This is why genealogical approaches to 
the afterlives of movements is important. One area that is rich for explo-
ration is the impact of prefiguration in democratic innovation post-mobi-
lization and beyond movement arenas.

Prefiguration has been extensively studied as a social movement 
practice, but curiously, despite its emphasis on future oriented action, there 
has been no work done on if or how prefigurative practices have affected 
movement outcomes post-mobilization, either in new non-movement arenas of 
action or during new periods of mobilization. Because prefigurative practice in-
volves experimentation with alternative social and organizational forms, 
it is therefore an important potential source of democratic innovation. 
There is evidence that movements do draw on the skills and problem-solv-
ing approaches developed in their laboratories to address new challenges 
and democratic deficits. I briefly turn to two examples now, drawing on 
research addressing mobilization during the coronavirus pandemic, to il-
lustrate how future research could use the framework of movement dem-
ocratic innovation repertoires to develop our understanding of the role 
of social movements in democratic innovation in times of crisis, whether 
addressing democratic deficits from below or directly engaging with gov-
erning institutions and actors.

hong kong and taiwan: pro-democracy 
movements address coVid-19

One example of how pro-democracy movements’ afterlives can innovate 
post original mobilization comes from Hong Kong’s citizen response to 
the democratic deficit shown by leadership in the face of the coronavirus 
pandemic arrival in early 2020.2 In this case Hong Kong’s leaders were 
slow to react, or to put in place effective containment strategies, jeopar-
dizing citizen health and safety. In response, veterans of the pro-democ-
racy movements that formed part of the long global wave of protests 
following the global financial crash of 2008 used the innovative tools and 
resources they had developed during their pro-democracy protest activity 
in 2019 to respond to the new crisis. Activists in the Umbrella movement 
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had developed strategies of coordination with one another on matters 
including supply reallocation “and frontline defense through network in-
frastructures (online collaboration tools and peer-to-peer messaging)” as 
well as extensive and highly coordinated voluntarism (Cheng and Chan 
2017: 234).

In the face of the new crisis, they transferred their pro-democracy 
demands for accountability and their commitment to civil disobedience 
and collective self-organization to a new challenge. In the face of the pan-
demic, they used digital maps to track and trace the spread of the virus 
and mobilized their communication networks to keep citizens informed 
with the latest WHO information. Citizen volunteers were organized to 
distribute masks and hand sanitizers in open defiance of the government’s 
ban on masks (Flesher Fominaya 2022; Tufecki 2020). They were able to 
address these challenges even in a repressive environment in which there 
is little space available for democratic expression. The response to the 
crisis from both leadership and activists was entwined with the struggle 
over democratic freedoms. Hong Kong had outlawed the wearing of face 
masks before the eruption of the coronavirus pandemic in 2019, because 
pro-democracy protesters had used them to avoid surveillance, arrest, 
and retribution (Hartley and Jarvis 2020). Hong Kong’s chief executive’s 
refusal to wear a mask and directive for the executive to also refrain was 
not simply a statement about the science of mask wearing as a preven-
tive measure, but a political statement. When the people of Hong Kong 
responded by wearing masks almost wholesale, they too were making a 
political statement and representing their desire for greater democratic 
freedoms. The pro-democracy activists involved in initiating and coordi-
nating these actions were drawing on their movement practices, inspired 
by democratic imaginaries, to address a new challenge and a new man-
ifestation of governmental democratic deficit (Cheng 2020; Chow 2020; 
Hartley and Jarvis 2020; Tufecki 2020). Democratic innovation involves 
not only providing new alternatives but also effectively addressing dem-
ocratic deficits.

In contrast to the oppositional case of Hong Kong’s PDM activists, 
the case of Taiwan demonstrated how the afterlives of mobilization can 
lead to a transfer of democratic imaginaries and practices that directly 
influence government policy and response. In this case, an important 
precursor was the Sunflower Movement, which started with the protest 
occupation of Taiwan’s national legislature in 2014, involved “creative 
collaboration by dispersed, but experienced activists” (Ho 2017: 189) to 
try to prevent the ruling party’s free trade agreement with China, and 
eventually evolved into a mass movement associated with a longer stand-
ing struggle for democracy. Taiwan’s success story of responding to the 
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COVID-19 pandemic owes much to the rapid response and sustained 
input of the g0v (gov zero) civic tech activist community that mobilized 
in the Sunflower Movement in 2014, and the leadership of the Minister 
for Digital Affairs, Audrey Tang (an activist in the movement), and her 
team.3 Their digitally-enabled, networked democratic innovation reper-
toires were repurposed to face a new challenge. Together they warned 
the government about the risk of the virus before the WHO made any 
announcement, and used numerous platforms, tools, and protocols to 
inform citizens, ensure effective distribution of masks, and develop ef-
fective digital strategies to combat misinformation about the virus and 
increase citizen trust in the authorities and compliance with health 
and safety containment measures (Flesher Fominaya 2022). G0v builds 
open-source tools and civic-tech services to facilitate a flow of ideas and 
information between civil society and government. The result has been 
increased public trust, compliance, and collaboration, and an efficient 
and effective response to the challenges posed by the pandemic (Lee et 
al., 2020; Leonard 2020; Tang 2020; Tworek 2020).

Taiwan’s response to the pandemic is another demonstration of the 
how the democratic imaginaries and practices of the Sunflower Move-
ment—democratic means (decentralized, participatory, networked, 
self-organized collaboration) harnessed for democratic ends (a robust 
democracy that meets the needs of its citizens)—and the activist civic 
tech communities that nourished and were nourished by the movement 
can live on beyond the original context and arena of the origin mobili-
zation “event” and can go on to develop democratic innovations in the 
face of new challenges. Crucial to the response was the deep belief in 
and propagation of democratic ideals and actively combatting threats to 
democracy: an informed citizenry combatting disinformation, open gov-
ernment, participatory mechanisms, safeguarding citizen welfare, coor-
dinating action for effective and transparent responses to the pandemic, 
ensuring the most vulnerable are cared for, etc.

conclusion: reconceptualizing democratic innovation 
through the lens of social movements

Democratic innovation is mostly conceptualized as an institution-driven 
top-down process in which actors and governing institutions attempt to 
close the gap between institutions and citizens to strengthen some as-
pect of democracy. In this article, I have argued that such a top-down 
approach radically limits our ability to understand the sources, natures, 
and dynamics of democratic innovation. Instead, I have argued that more 
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attention needs to be paid to the crucial role social movements can play 
in democratic innovation during and beyond mobilization, and have of-
fered a framework for exploring democratic innovation repertoires in 
social movements and their afterlives. Movements are not self-contained 
phenomena. Their influence extends across space and time. Peak peri-
ods of mobilization create spillover effects (Meyer and Whittier 1994) not 
only through their influence on other movements, but also their influ-
ence on non-movement actors and arenas. Activists are carriers of inno-
vation: they develop experience, skills, and imaginaries that they then 
carry into other arenas of society, including, but not limited to, govern-
ment institutions.

In this article, I have first highlighted the lack of attention to social 
movements’ imaginaries, ideational frameworks, and democratic inno-
vation repertoires in the study of democratic innovation, which has been 
dominated by a policy and procedural focus. I have also called attention 
to the surprisingly understudied nature of the afterlives of prefiguration in 
social movement studies. While my focus here has been on the relation 
between social movements and democratic innovation in times of crisis, 
the call for more attention to the long-term impacts of prefiguration ex-
tends beyond this specific focus.

In response to these lacunae, I have called for an awareness and study 
of the crucial role of prefiguration and imaginaries in non-formally orga-
nized movements as potentially important sources of democratic innova-
tion that live on beyond mobilization events and movement arenas. I have 
introduced the concept and analytical framework of democratic innovation 
repertoires as a means of capturing the interplay between imaginaries, ide-
ational frameworks, and praxis and their role in innovation in pro-democ-
racy movements specifically, although the same approach can be used to 
capture and analyze innovation in other arenas of movement action.

Second, I have argued that, in contrast to the imposition of classical 
and formal procedural models of democracy on the heterogeneous na-
ture of most progressive and autonomous social movements, we should 
pay attention to their focus on substantive conceptions and fuzzy mod-
els. This includes an awareness of their problem-solving orientations and 
their diagnoses of key democratic deficits.

Adopting this approach is not without significant challenges and re-
quires alternative methods such as ethnography and discourse analysis, 
and an awareness of the synthesis and contradictions between diverse 
movement traditions and ideational frameworks and forms of praxis. I 
have offered an example of what this approach might look like, and what 
elements might be interrogated, drawing on my research into Spain’s 
15-M movement (see Figures 1 and 2).
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Finally, as we saw in the case of the movement responses to the 
COVID-19 pandemic in Hong Kong and Taiwan, we must extend our un-
derstanding of the outcomes of social movements beyond policy arenas 
and beyond the immediate context of mobilization. We need to better un-
derstand how movement imaginaries and innovation repertoires travel 
and evolve across time and space. Adopting genealogical approaches that 
capture continuities between different periods of mobilization and pro-
cess-tracing that enables an understanding of the origin stories and in-
fluences of innovation are two key methodological approaches that will 
enable a much more robust and nuanced understanding of the role of 
social movements in democratic innovation, and of democratic innova-
tion more broadly. As these two examples reveal, it is not just a question 
of movements “pivoting” and using their skills, resources and techniques 
to tackle new problems or deficits, such as in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic. It is that these movements frame and understand their activ-
ity within an understanding of the need for democratic innovation and 
regeneration: they draw on their democratic imaginaries and visions to 
address these challenges in new ways. While these two examples are posi-
tive ones, it is by no means a given that movements will generate afterlives 
that lead to democratic innovation, or indeed that attempts at innovation 
will be successful. Documenting movement influence on democratic in-
novation is not the same as evaluating the success of innovation. For their 
part, governmental COVID-19 responses (and government responses to all 
crises) are intrinsically tied to indicators of democratic health (Afsahi et 
al. 2020; Flesher Fominaya 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic has unleashed 
a cascading series of crises whose effects will be with us for a very long 
time (Robinson et al. 2021). It is my hope that these insights will prompt 
a better understanding of how social movements can contribute to demo-
cratic innovation in these times of crisis, and a greater dialogue between 
democratic theory and social movement studies.
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	 notEs

 1. For a full discussion of how these work together and inform movement cul-
ture see Flesher Fominaya 2020.

 2. This section draws on research forthcoming in American Behavioral Scientist 
(Flesher Fominaya 2022).

 3. For more on the participation of Tang and other open data/civic tech activists 
in the Sunflower Movement and entry into Taiwan’s government, see O’Fla-
herty 2018.
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	 abstract: This article argues that the duties to protest and to listen to 
protest are central democratic obligations required for active citizenship. 
Section 1 sketches protest as communicative resistance. Section 2 argues 
that we always have a duty to listen to felicitous protests against injustice 
and that, under conditions of social uprising, we also have a duty to protest. 
Section 3 defends a view of protest participation that takes into account 
subjects’ positionality with respect to the injustice being protested, arguing 
for the special prerogatives of victims and the duties to defer and yield of 
non-victims within protest movements. F inally, Section 4 elucidates the no-
tion of giving proper uptake to protest and what I call echoing a protest, that 
is, expressing communicative solidarity with that protest.
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protest as democratic communicative 
resistance against injustice

Collective protests that involve collective action, voice, and very often 
also assembly rely on the freedoms guaranteed in democratic societies. At 
the same time, democratic societies rely on protests for maintaining and 
renewing the democratic commitment to freedom, equality, and justice. 
Public dissent through protest is one of the key mechanisms through 
which members of democratic societies can denounce injustices and call 
for the deepening of democratic values: more freedom, more equality, 
more justice.

Judith Shklar (1992) argued that citizens have duties to act to address 
injustice, lest they become complicit as passive spectators. In this article 
I develop an account of civic duties specifically regarding protest and its 
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reception. I approach public protest as a central communicative mech-
anism of dialogic democracy (Dobson 2014), Andrew Dobson’s term for a 
democracy committed to active listening and deep communicative en-
gagement with all publics. Dobson’s view reorients democratic theory 
and practice by foregrounding silence and the failure to listen as a central 
problem in democracy. I argue that the obligation to listen to protest is 
among our most central democratic responsibilities. But it is not always 
easy to live up to that obligation when structural oppression makes it 
difficult for certain protesting voices to speak and be heard when they 
turn to protest. For this reason, I argue that we have a responsibility to 
become active listeners of protesting voices and to facilitate their protest 
acts so that they can be heard. Moreover, I also argue that, under certain 
conditions, we have a duty to protest grave injustices and to disrupt the 
complicity that silence and inaction involve.

While protests may be used for undemocratic ends, here I focus on 
democratic protests, which I define as protest oriented toward the inclu-
sion and empowerment of all members of society, guided by the demo-
cratic values of freedom, equality, and justice for all. Such protest is the 
democratic exercise of communicative resistance against injustice in the public 
sphere, which can be carried out in many ways and include all kinds of 
communicative acts: speech acts and non-verbal or silent communica-
tive acts capable of communicating of dissent, testimony, criticism, or 
demand. Whatever form it takes, a protest is, at bottom, a communica-
tive and epistemic mechanism for publicly denouncing injustice, making 
it visible, audible, and knowable in the public sphere. But, in my view, 
protest does much more than simply inform about ongoing injustices; 
protest is used for generating solidarity against injustice, interrupting 
complicity, disrupting insensitivity, creating concerned publics, and mo-
bilizing people to actively resist injustice.

Protests can do a lot of ethical and political work in the public sphere, 
giving public expression to moral judgments concerning injustice and 
articulating political visions and reconstituting the public sphere and 
the communities that are part of it, striving toward more democratic 
inclusion. In both its ethical and its political dimensions, protest is a 
mechanism for collective expression and learning. When they are heard 
and their insights carry weight in public life (that is, when they receive 
proper uptake), protests have the power to shape moral and political 
perceptions and to transform the social imagination and the political 
imaginaries that inform public life. The view of protest as an ethical and 
political mechanism of communicative resistance against injustice has 
been articulated by political thinkers as different as Martin Luther King, 
Jr. ([1963] 1990), Hannah Arendt (1970), and Iris Marion Young (2011). I here 
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follow their view of protest as a communicative mechanism for resisting 
injustice and for making claims about justice. Protests exert communica-
tive resistance by taking a public stance against injustice and speaking up 
against it through testimonial, evaluative, and prescriptive speech acts.

My account of protest as democratic communicative resistance under-
scores the communicative and epistemic agency exercised by protesters 
along different dimensions, but it also underscores the communicative 
attention and recognition that audiences owe to felicitous acts of public 
dissent. But when is the public expression of dissent felicitous? I follow 
here the speech-act analysis of political dissent developed by Matthew 
Chrisman and Graham Hubbs, who identify three constitutive felicity 
conditions of public dissent: sincerity in disapproval, good faith in mak-
ing a demand, and being based on considerations of justice (Chrisman 
and Hubbs 2018: 174–6). If “dissent is voiced in a sincere, good faith way 
and appeals to recognizable considerations of justice, that gives the com-
munity members to which the dissenters belong a reason to listen to and 
consider what the dissenters are saying” (ibid. 2018: 176). Beyond felicity, 
there is the issue of ethical and political cogency: whether the ethical 
judgments and the political visions that protests articulate demand seri-
ous and urgent attention. I argue that all felicitous protests against on-
going injustices elicit a duty to listen to them from democratic audiences, 
and that felicitous protests against grave injustices that compromise the 
dignity and security of members of society go beyond that and, when 
they catch the public eye, demand participation—that is, they elicit a 
duty to protest.

In what follows I highlight the communicative attention and recogni-
tion that felicitous and cogent acts of protest against injustices are owed 
by democratic audiences. Focusing a communicative-epistemic approach 
to protest from the point of view of differently situated audiences as well 
as protesters, I seek to elucidate what counts as properly responding to 
a protest, and to clarify obligations to protest and to respond to protests.

our duties to protest and to listen to protest

Many have argued that a political obligation to resist injustice springs 
from the very concept of justice and related normative notions—or prin-
ciples of justice—such as freedom, equality and reciprocity. In Rawls’s 
view, “we are to assist in the establishment of just arrangements when 
they do not exist” (Rawls 1999: 308). Compliance with laws, institutions, 
and practices that violate freedom, equality, and reciprocity is forbidden 
by the duty of justice. Such duty requires that we denounce and resist 
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arrangements that do not contribute to fair treatment and ethical insti-
tutions. As Candice Delmas puts it, “the duty of justice demands that 
citizens respond through protest,” which offers “critical ways to register 
opposition to unjust laws [and other unjust arrangements], express re-
spect for one’s and others’ dignity, denounce unequal power advantages 
. . . and call for reform. The duty of justice thus provides grounds for the 
duty to protest (Delmas 2018: 91–2).

The protests of Black Lives Matter, for example, represent, in Chris-
topher Lebron’s formulation, “a civic desire for equality and a human 
desire for respect” (Lebron 2017: xiii). Protesting acts, in all the various 
forms they can take, are crucial ways of discharging our general obliga-
tion to support justice, which would be violated by silence and inaction 
in the face of injustice (Delmas 2018: 92).

Injustice can be resisted non-communicatively (such as refusal to 
comply or sabotage) or communicatively, and protest actions are among 
the communitive actions we can engage in to resist injustice (see Del-
mas 2018). Therefore, if we have a duty to protest, as I argue, this duty 
falls under the imperfect duty to resist injustice, which can be discharged 
in various ways, protesting being just one of those ways. Under certain 
special socio-political conditions, however, protesting becomes not just 
one among many ways of discharging the duty to resist injustice, but a 
central one that active citizens should feel compelled to exercise. This 
happens when a particular grave injustice (such as systematic violence 
against an oppressed group) is at the center of public debate (e.g., an-
ti-apartheid protests in South Africa, Black Lives Matter protests in the 
US, etc.), there is a protesting public mobilized against the injustice in 
question, and there is a real opportunity for a growing mass movement 
to achieve social change. Under those conditions, which we can call con-
ditions of social uprising against injustice, active citizens do have a prima 
facie, defeasible1 obligation to join ongoing protests and to participate 
to end injustice—for not doing so would be tantamount to complicity 
of injustice by silence and inaction. Normative discussions of protest in 
democratic theory have focused more on the right to protest than on the 
duty to protest that members of a democratic society have if they are to 
live up to democratic ideals. Radical political frameworks as well as main-
stream liberal political frameworks (especially radical interpretations of 
liberalism; Mills 1997, 2017; Delmas 2018) can be used to argue for robust 
obligations to protest injustice. Although I do not review here all possible 
arguments in support of the duty to protest, I highlight some arguments 
that are particularly important for my normative claims about our prima 
facie obligations to protest and/or to give proper uptake to a protest if and 
when it is a good-faith response to injustice.
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Some have argued that our obligation to protest injustice should be 
grounded in relations formed through association or membership in a 
political community. While appeals to associative duties have tradition-
ally entailed duties to respect institutions and obey laws, some political 
theorists have recently used association or community membership as 
grounds to establish political obligations to resist and disobey laws or any 
institutions when this is necessary to uphold community values such as 
equality and reciprocity. Following both associative theorists and Ronald 
Dworkin’s account of dignity, Delmas argues that political association 
makes us vulnerable to a special kind of harm, namely, the indignity of 
being treated without equal and reciprocal concern within the commu-
nity. Hence, “when laws, policies, and institutions fail to express equal 
and reciprocal concern for all, . . . all people, not just those affected by 
indignity,” have a prima facie obligation to protest and “demand reform 
or revolution” (Delmas 2018: 178).

However, in my view, duties of justice exceed associative duties: we 
are bound to respect and protect the physical integrity, dignity, freedom, 
and equality of everyone, not just of those who belong to our community; 
violations of fundamental rights are failures of justice that go beyond the 
boundaries of any particular community. This is well formulated in Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr.’s celebrated claim that justice has no boundaries and 
“injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere” (King [1963] 1990: 5; 
my emphasis). The unbounded nature of failures of justice triggers a duty 
to protest that has no boundaries. We should all feel compelled to protest 
injustices and to be invested in their redress and repair. As further devel-
oped below, my view is that when the wrongs in question are failures of 
justice and violations of fundamental rights (such as physical integrity/
security, dignity, freedom, and equality), we all have a prima facie obli-
gation to protest them, whether they are committed against members of 
our community or against anyone else. Therefore, duties of justice and 
the duty to protest injustice go beyond associative duties.

One may wonder why, in addition to being obligated to respect the 
dignity and integrity of others and to treat them as free and equal, we 
should also be obligated to denounce failures of justice committed by 
others, that is, to take a stand against those injustices and protest them 
publicly. Shouldn’t it be enough to refrain from contributing to and ben-
efiting from injustice? Why should people also feel obligated to take a 
public stand against injustice whenever it occurs? The reason why injus-
tices that compromise physical integrity/security, dignity, freedom, and 
equality trigger a duty to protest has to do with the kind of harms that these 
injustices produce and with what is required to repair these harms, to in-
terrupt one’s complicity with injustice, and to work towards rectification. 
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The harms involved in violations of dignity, freedom, equality, and rec-
iprocity have been characterized in the literature in political theory as 
citizenship harms (Capers 2011; Lenhardt 2004). While drawing from this 
literature, I refrain from that label and refer to these harms as failures 
of justice or violations of basic rights, since the injuries in question con-
cern one’s standing as a free, equal, and dignified agent independently of 
one’s citizenship status.

What is crucial to notice about these harms, in order to see how they 
trigger a duty to protest, is that they include what has been called expres-
sive harms.2 In addition to material harms, the laws, policies, practices, 
and cultural artifacts that contribute to the subordination and marginal-
ization of groups have an expressive dimension: they mark the members 
of particular groups as unequal and subordinate; they designate them as 
inferior agents or non-participants; and they show the acceptability of 
certain forms of exclusion and/or unequal treatment. According to legal 
theorists Richard Pildes and Richard Niemi, who coined the expression 
“expressive harm,” an expressive harm consists in a non-material harm 
produced by being the subject of actions, attitudes, and judgments that 
send a message of exclusion or inferiority (Pildes and Niemi 1993). Ex-
pressive harms can be constituted by messages conveyed by the actions, 
practices, and policies of both governmental institutions and non-gov-
ernmental institutions (such as private universities and colleges) as well 
as by the expressive agency of individuals. Utterances, actions, practices, 
laws/policies, and cultural artifacts can inflict expressive harms by stig-
matizing people, that is, by attributing to them “deeply discrediting 
attributes” (Goffman 1963) or, as it is commonly put in the literature, 
attaching to them “a badge of inferiority” (Moody-Adams 2022). Stigma-
tization is achieved by circulating degrading or dehumanizing meanings 
that endanger or constrain people’s dignified standing as free and equal.

This is precisely how critical race theorist and legal scholar Charles 
R. Lawrence III (1990) has interpreted Jim Crow laws of racial segregation: 
as perpetrating expressive harms that compromised people’s standing, 
as instituting expressive harms that facilitated the perpetration of other 
harms with impunity against racially subordinated groups. Segregation-
ist laws and policies, the practice of lynching, and confederate monu-
ments were able to protect white privilege and to intimidate and terrorize 
non-white populations not only because of what they did to non-white 
people—restricting their access to spaces and services, making them vul-
nerable to extreme forms of arbitrary violence, etc.—but also because 
of what these policies, practices, and cultural artifacts expressed, that is, 
because they marked and stigmatized non-white members of US society 
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as second-class citizens, as suspect community members, as those whose 
lives do not deserve commemoration or public concern.

Following Lawrence’s interpretation, let’s examine how this very 
issue was debated in the Supreme Court cases Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896 
and Brown v. Board of Education in 1954. In Plessy v. Ferguson the Su-
preme Court famously claimed that racial segregation should not be 
thought to stigmatize African Americans. Delivering the majority opin-
ion, Justice Henry Billings Brown defended this claim by saying:

We consider the underlying fallacy of the plaintiff’s argument to consist 
in the assumption that the enforced separation of the two races stamps 
the colored race with a badge of inferiority. If this be so, it is not by 
reason of anything found in the act, but solely because the colored race 
chooses to put that construction upon it.3

By contrast, in Brown v. Board of Education, more than five decades later, 
the Supreme Court recognized that racial segregation in public accom-
modations constitutes the expressive harm of racial stigmatization. Since 
then, anti-discrimination law and critical legal theorists have emphasized 
that being stamped with a “badge of inferiority” is intrinsically injurious, 
independent of its tendency to cause further harms and injustices.4

Those who remain silent in the face of expressive harms assume com-
plicity and what has been called bystander’s responsibility (May 1993, 2010), 
or what I think is more aptly called enabler’s responsibility for perpetuating 
that harm. Silence is an enabling condition of subordination, a passive 
way of letting stigmas or “badges of inferiority” stick, so to speak. There-
fore, silent bystanders are passive enablers and hold a particular kind 
of responsibility—enabler’s responsibility—with respect to expressive 
harms and the injustices they facilitate. A social silence in the face of 
an expressive harm speaks volumes: it says that what the stigmatizing 
utterances, practices, laws/policies, or cultural artifacts say stands; and, 
thus, social silence about injustice erodes democratic commitments to 
freedom, equality, and reciprocity. Social silence is the background con-
dition that allows the stigmatization to occur; it makes it possible for the 
expressive harm to be perpetrated. We all, therefore, have a prima facie 
obligation to resist injustices and their expressive harms.

The duty to protest should be situated within this general, imperfect 
duty to resist injustice. Under conditions of oppression that create expres-
sive harms for marginalized groups, the duty to resist injustice requires 
that we engage in communicative resistance to fight against those harms; 
and public protest is one of the central ways in which we can exercise 
communicative resistance in the public sphere. As Delmas puts it, the 
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duty to protest calls for “information and advocacy campaigns to improve 
the community’s conception of what respect for dignity requires, high-
light particular threats to or violations of dignity, and communicate the 
need for reform” (Delmas 2018: 182). We should all feel obligated to pro-
test flagrant failures of justice, independently of whether or not we are 
directly or in any way responsible for them. It is in this way, through 
protest, that solidarity against injustice is forged and expressed. And, 
under conditions of social uprising, when there is already public mobili-
zation against injustice, citizens have a duty to participate in public pro-
test, as this expression of solidarity is required to disrupt complicity with 
injustice.

How exactly does protest forge and express solidarity against injus-
tice? Protesting typically has both an internal and an external audience: an 
internal audience of fellow protesters, that is, actual and potential partic-
ipants in the protest (which is typically thought to include the public 
negatively impacted by the injustice being protested); and an external au-
dience of society at large and those other publics that are not involved 
in the protest, publics that are often unaware of or unconcerned by the 
injustice being protested. With respect to its internal audience, the act 
of protesting has the crucial function of forging and affirming in-group 
solidarity. But the act of protesting also has the crucial function of ex-
pressing to indefinitely many external audiences that the injustice in 
question no longer goes uncontested, that such injustice is hereby in the 
very communicative act of protesting declared to be intolerable and op-
posed, that a fight against it is underway, and a social struggle has begun. 
When individuals, groups, and institutions refrain from protesting, they 
are refraining from expressing solidarity and they are indirectly saying—
expressing to the world with their unresponsiveness—that, as far as they 
are concerned, the injustice in question can go uncontested, tolerated, 
and unopposed, without a fight. Many have argued that such silent com-
munity members become responsible bystanders; I go even further and say 
that silent community members become responsible enablers.

A central challenge to our attempts to live up to our obligations to 
protest injustice is the recalcitrant invisibility and inaudibility that structural 
injustices acquire for some (especially privileged) publics. This has been 
widely discussed in the subfield of political epistemology called epistemol-
ogies of ignorance (Sullivan and Tuana 2007; Medina 2013). Active ignorance 
about privilege and oppression operates as a protective mechanism that 
make it very difficult for people to adequately recognize structural injus-
tice and the harms it produces, to see and hear the suffering of its victims, 
to feel the significance of that suffering and to care enough to protest 
it. This creates a dangerous and vicious cycle of silence and invisibility. 
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Protesting injustice is a crucial way in which this cycle of silence and 
invisibility gets broken. And if we do not participate in protest and break 
this cycle, we are responsible for keeping it in place by not speaking up 
against injustice and failing to take a visible public stance against it with 
our actions and attitudes in public life. By failing to protest injustice, sub-
jects allow injustice to remain uncontested and its accompanying active 
ignorance and insensitivity to flourish. Refraining from protesting injus-
tice is a form of complicity aptly described as enabler’s responsibility insofar 
as it enables the invisibility and inaudibility of injustice. In this sense, the 
duty to protest is a key aspect of the duty to resist injustice; in fact, it is a 
precondition for resistance to get off the ground, because when injustice 
is not publicly denounced and publicly recognizable as injustice, the de-
fault public perception is that there is nothing to be resisted. When there 
is social silence and inaction in the face of grave injustices, the victims 
of those injustices experience the additional harm of social abandonment 
and what Jill Stauffer (2018) has termed ethical loneliness. Protest has the 
power to interrupt social abandonment and ethical loneliness, paving the 
way toward redress and repair. When protests commence against grave 
injustices that have left victims ethically alone, there is a critical awaken-
ing emerging in the public sphere and the possibility of a social uprising 
that can disrupt complicity and interrupt the toleration of the injustice 
in question and the abandonment of its victims. It is under these circum-
stances that active citizens have a duty to protest.

Managing the Duty to Protest and to Listen to Protest

No matter how vigilant and outspoken we may be about injustice, at any 
given time, we are likely to be complicit with many injustices that occur 
around the globe—injustices that, unbeknownst to us, our actions or in-
action may contribute to, and our silence may help to render inaudible 
and invisible. This triggers the objection that the duty to protest injustice 
is too demanding and impossible to meet. This is an objection that any 
demanding view of social justice encounters, but an objection that can 
be answered. A duty is not infinitely or overwhelmingly demanding if 
minimums can be established for living up to one’s obligation.

It is not possible for citizens to protest all injustices around them, 
much less in the world. But, as part of their commitment to support and 
protect democratic inclusion, active citizens have a prima facie, defeasible 
duty to protest grave injustices under conditions of social uprising. When 
the conditions for a social uprising and for the development of a protest 
movement do not yet obtain, active citizens should be critically vigilant 
about silences and different forms of communicative marginalization 

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   109 9/8/2022   10:06:45 PM



110 Democratic Theory � Winter 2022

that may prevent publics from protesting, cultivate active listening to pro-
testing voices, and do what they can to facilitate proper uptake for protest 
acts. Although the duty to protest (as opposed to the more general duty 
to resist injustice) may only apply under special conditions (i.e., the con-
ditions of social uprising), the duty to listen to felicitous protests against 
injustice does apply more generally; and it is important to note that this 
is a robust duty as well. Active listening to protest by those who have been 
silenced or marginalized involves more than simply paying attention: it 
involves making sure that protests receive proper recognition and com-
municative respect, and that they are given due consideration and carry 
weight in public life—what I call echoing protesting voices.

In democratic societies, it is reasonable to expect that injustices do 
not go unchallenged, and how much existing injustices are protested is 
a good measure of the democratic health of the public sphere. With re-
spect to protesting racial injustices in the US, for example, it is clearly 
the case that until recently only some communities and organizations 
were actively involved in communicative resistance against this injustice, 
while the majority of the US public remained indifferent and apathetic 
without even beginning to discharge the duty to protest. Things have 
changed dramatically in this respect in recent years, but not as much as 
we would like to think. Although the number of individuals, groups, and 
institutions involved in protesting racial injustices has risen dramatically, 
especially in 2020, there are also ways of “joining” or “supporting” acts of 
protest that give the false impression of discharging the duties to protest 
and to listen to protest. I argue that we need a context-sensitive and plu-
ralistic approach to protest that can elucidate the conditions that have to 
be met for the duties to protest and to listen to protest to be discharged 
appropriately.

There are three ways in which we can exercise communicative resis-
tance against injustice through protest: by initiating a protest, by joining 
an ongoing protest, and by giving proper uptake to a protest. These three 
modalities are not mutually exclusive and in fact, one of them can lead 
to the others: for example, someone witnessing a protest may give seri-
ous consideration to the protest, be moved and transformed by it, and, 
as a result, may end up joining the protest or even initiating protests of 
her own. In the next two sections I elucidate these three ways of exercis-
ing communicative resistance against injustice through protest. Section 
3 elucidates some normative issues concerning initiating and joining a 
protest while giving special authority and control over the protest to the 
victims of injustice. Section 4 discusses how one can disrupt one’s com-
plicity with injustice by giving proper uptake to protest, that is, by giv-
ing adequate communicative attention and recognition to the protest in 
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question in a way that facilitates the redress of the harms and injustices 
being protested. I argue that not giving proper uptake to protest is a way 
of contributing to its silencing and a way of facilitating complicity with 
injustice.

initiating and Joining protests: Victims’ prerogatives 
and non-Victims’ obligation to defer and yield

The communicative act of protesting has an essential experiential dimen-
sion. If we are dealing with protest against a particular kind of injustice 
(e.g., racism and systemic racial violence), experiences of that injustice 
are indeed at the core of the protest: it is for the sake of those expe-
riences that the complex mechanism of communicative resistance that 
constitutes a protest is activated and deployed. This gives a special role 
to play—a special normative weight and authority to carry—to the victims 
of injustice who are the only ones who can speak about what it feels like 
to suffer from it and can communicate experiential knowledge about the 
injustice: for example, it is only people of color who can tell the public 
what it feels like to be vulnerable to racist violence.

As I have argued elsewhere (Medina 2020), a protest is always poly-
phonic and, no matter how unified a protesting public may be, it always 
contains plural voices that are heterogeneous and differently positioned 
with respect to the phenomenon being protested. These voices do not 
carry the same normative weight or play the same role; their positional-
ity with respect to the injustice being protested affects what they can do 
within protest acts and the protest movement. It is of paramount impor-
tance that those negatively impacted by an injustice be given a special 
place for protesting such injustice in the public sphere. Those negatively 
impacted by an injustice include, first and foremost, the direct victims 
of injustice (those who have already been harmed by the injustice), but 
also potential victims of the injustice (those who are vulnerable to being 
victimized by the injustice even if they have not yet suffered from it) 
and those who have experienced secondary effects of the injustice (family 
members and communities of victims of injustice).

There are two ways in which we have to give center stage to the 
victims of injustice, assigning different roles and normative weights to 
differently situated members of a protesting public. First, the victims 
of injustice (and, more broadly, those negatively impacted by injustice) 
should have the prerogative to initiate public protests against that injustice 
and to exert control over the communicative life of such protests. Second, 
they should also have special communicative agency and a special voice 
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in the protest acts and the protest movement in relation to testimonial 
acts, that is, in articulating group testimony about experiences of injustice. 
The first special prerogative of victims of injustice within a protesting 
public is crucial in order to ensure not only that the victims of injus-
tice are included in the protesting public, but also that the protest not 
be instrumentalized or coopted by interests and subject positions anti-
thetical to those who suffer exclusion or victimization as a result of the 
injustice being protested. The second special prerogative of victims of 
injustice within a protesting public (namely, that the group testimony be 
entrusted to them) is crucial in order to ensure that testimonial protest 
acts are not usurped or ventriloquized by non-victims, but performed and 
voiced only by those who have experienced being targeted by the injus-
tice in question or have experienced its effects. Note that this does not 
mean that those who have not been negatively impacted by the injustice 
in question cannot speak at protest acts, but only that, when it comes to 
the testimonial aspects of protest, they have to defer to those who have 
experiential knowledge. The testimonial protest acts of a victim of injus-
tice can be echoed by others, but others cannot speak for the victim.

There are three important caveats to consider concerning these two 
special prerogatives that my victim-centered view of protest proposes. 
First, it is crucial to give communicative attention and recognition to the 
plurality of voices and perspectives among the victims of injustice. Being 
attentive to the heterogeneity that can be contained in the experiences 
and perspectives of victims of injustice is essential for giving proper up-
take to their voices. We should not expect that all victims of injustice 
will protest in the same way, or that their experiences as victims will 
be always congruent and amount to a wholly unified, monolithic collec-
tive testimony; nor should we expect that all victims of injustice will 
converge on the same critical evaluations and political visions in their 
protest of the injustice in question.

Second, sometimes victims of injustice are not voiceless de facto but in 
principle, because they have not yet developed a voice or have lost it (for 
example, infants and severely disabled subjects), or because the victims are 
not human subjects (think, for example, of animal rights activists who pro-
test against animal cruelty or animal exploitation). As Linda Alcoff argued 
in “The Problem of Speaking for Others” (1995), there are ethico-political 
as well as communicative-epistemic limits to speaking for others. This is not 
to say that speaking for others is always off limits in protest acts; but it is 
something that has to be carefully modulated by being explicit about sub-
ject positionality and the speech act’s register and scope, so as to avoid ven-
triloquizing and giving the deceiving appearance of a (quasi)testimonial 
communicative act that is in fact not grounded in experience.
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Third, it is important that the victim’s right to protest injustice should 
take precedence over the non-victim’s right to protest injustice, but this 
does not mean that non-victims should consider their obligation to protest 
suspended or weakened because of the expectation that they yield to the 
victim’s right to protest; nor does it mean that victims have a heightened 
obligation to protest just because their right to protest takes precedence. 
We all have a prima facie obligation to protest injustice, but such obliga-
tion has to be carefully contextualized and modulated by subject position-
ality, balanced with one’s obligation to defer and yield to the communicative 
agency of victims of injustice, starting with direct and potential victims 
and continuing with their family members and communities.

If victims of an injustice have not yet initiated protest acts to denounce 
and resist such injustice in any way, non-victims have an obligation to care-
fully check that they are not usurping the victim’s prerogative to initiate 
protest and only speaking on their behalf insofar as they are authorized to 
do so and within certain limits, refraining from quasi-testimonial speech 
acts. If victims of an injustice have initiated protest acts to denounce and 
resist such injustice, non-victims have to discharge their obligation to pro-
test in a way that explicitly acknowledges the previous and/or contempo-
raneous protest acts of the victim, by echoing them or chaining5 their own 
protest acts to them, while carefully avoiding appropriating those protest 
acts or chaining their own in ways that redirect the protest. Another way 
to think about the non-victims’ obligation to defer and yield is by putting 
the emphasis on the non-victims’ obligation to actively facilitate the ex-
ercise of the victims’ right to protest. Of course, such facilitation does not 
mean that the right and obligation to protest of non-victims are sacrificed 
or suspended, but only that they have to be qualified by accommodating 
the victim’s communicative right and entitlement to protest.

Giving center stage, a special place or platform, or special agency 
to the victims of injustice also does not mean that they become (over)
burdened with the obligation to initiate protest or to be the first ones 
to speak up: they have a special right or prerogative to initiate protest and 
to engage in testimonial protest acts, but they have no special obligation 
to do so. Since those negatively impacted by injustice have special vul-
nerabilities to harm in specific respects, there may be special risks and 
dangers that they endure by protesting; so, if anything, they have a more 
relaxed obligation to protest, which can be suspended in the light of con-
textual factors. Conversely, non-victims have a heightened obligation to 
protest given the lower costs and risks that their positionality affords 
them. What the special prerogatives of victims means is that those nega-
tively impacted by injustice have a special authority in the constitution, 
articulation, and maintenance of the protesting public and its agency, 
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and others have to defer to them and yield to their communicative agency. 
Precisely because of the polyphony of protest, because it can contain 
many voices and subject positions, the constitution and operation of a 
protesting public should be guided both by the obligation to protest and 
the obligation to defer or yield to victims, so as to ensure that such public 
becomes and remains a community of resistance in which the voices and 
agency of the victims of injustice are empowered—that is, a community 
with liberatory effects for the victims. On my view, what guides the con-
stitution and proper functioning of a protesting public is the self-empow-
erment of the group—this should mean the self-empowerment of all, but 
especially of those who have been excluded or marginalized and whose 
agency has been diminished.

proper uptake and Echoing

We need to contextualize and elucidate not only the rights and obliga-
tions to protest of differently situated subjects and publics, but also the 
communicative obligation to give proper uptake to protest. By focusing 
on proper uptake as a way of resisting silencing, my analysis calls at-
tention to audience’s responsibilities. We need to become active listeners to 
the voices of protests and cultivate a sense of responsibility as concerned 
parties addressed by protests. We have a shared responsibility to listen 
to and respond to protests if we want to maintain a democratic public 
sphere that feels concerned by the grievances of its members, and if we 
want to have institutions that feel compelled to rectify wrongs, repair 
damages, and prevent harms. Being a responsible and active audience 
member of protests involves more than merely listening; it involves (1) 
being compelled to communicatively engage with expressions of dissent 
and their testimonial, evaluative, and prescriptive contents, and (2) being 
moved to consider reparative and preventive measures that address the 
grievances of protesting publics. Note that point (1) involves communica-
tive responsiveness to protest, often including the communicative ampli-
fication of the protest itself as a result of the communicative engagement 
with the protesting public (in cases of audience-members-turned-protest-
ers). Point (2) concerns the facilitation of redress or rectification by con-
sidering forms of action demanded by protest, which involves going from 
uptake or communicative responsiveness to political action in response 
to the protest. A felicitous protest that raises a legitimate issue of justice 
triggers audience’s responsibilities in these two ways.

My view may appear to be overly demanding for individual audience 
members, but it should be understood as laying out shared goals that 
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audiences can collectively aspire to achieve. Audience’s responsibilities to 
properly recognize protests and to properly engage with them are not in-
dividualized responsibilities, but shared responsibilities that we have as 
members of concerned publics. My view underscores the importance of 
instilling these shared communicative responsibilities and holding indi-
viduals, communities, and institutions accountable for doing their part in 
giving proper communicative attention to protests as well as proper com-
municative and political responses to them. My view converges with Jade 
Schiff’s proposal concerning “the cultivation of responsiveness” (Schiff 
2016) as a central burden of citizens’ political responsibility in democratic 
societies. As Schiff underscores in Burdens of Political Responsibility, culti-
vating responsiveness to injustice is a challenging task that encounters 
difficult obstacles created by ideological distortions and the impoverish-
ment of the public sphere: thoughtlessness, bad faith/false consciousness, and 
misrecognition are three species of the general genus of “covering up” in-
justice that Schiff analyzes (ibid.). The cultivation of responsiveness is 
an arduous process that requires collective efforts to overcome these ob-
stacles; it is something to be pursued in communities of resistance that 
exercise critical vigilance over the complex ways in which injustices are 
covered up, and that hold people accountable for their complicity. An 
important element in the cultivation of responsiveness is responding to 
protesting voices adequately, that is, giving proper uptake to protest.

I propose a rich and demanding view of proper uptake that enables 
us to normatively assess the adequacy of the responses to protest. It is 
important to appreciate how proper communicative uptake can facilitate 
and be the ground for different forms of responses to protest that include 
cognitive, affective, and actional elements.6 In my view, protest acts have 
three basic functions: an informational function, insofar as they are aimed 
at sharing information with one or multiple audiences; an emotive func-
tion, insofar as they are aimed at sparking a new or improved social sensi-
bility with respect to a justice issue by eliciting emotional responses from 
one or multiple audiences; and an actional function, insofar as they seek 
that demands of justice be taken into account in the actions and prac-
tices of the relevant communities and institutions. These actions may 
consist of communicative engagement that continues or amplifies the 
protest, or concrete actions to produce changes (e.g., material, political, 
institutional, legal changes) intended to answer the calls for justice of the 
protest; an actional response might also be the development of a new 
readiness for action, that is, new action-oriented attitudes that prepare 
the audience for responding to injustice. When the audience’s commu-
nicative response to a protest leads to cognitive, affective, and actional 
responses, we have the kind of deep responsivity that I call echoing.
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By paying attention to these three dimensions of echoing, we can 
assess the depth and adequacy of the responses to protest; for example, 
the normative failures involved in the spectatorial consumption of protest 
acts and protest images online, and the possible harms that can result 
from relating to the suffering of victims of injustice as a mere specta-
tor and consumer. Image-based online activism purports to intervene in 
people’s sensibility and sense of responsibility regarding social realities. 
However, when images are processed from a detached, spectatorial per-
spective to merely gain information or even when they instill emotions, it 
is unclear whether they are functioning as protest images in a full sense. 
The proper response to a protest involves not only knowing about it and 
feeling something about it, but also being responsive and doing something 
about it. Protesters seek not only to make experiences of injustice known 
and felt, but also to have them addressed by actions of the community and 
its institutions. Echoing a protest is answering its call to justice. Online re-
sponses to protests—recirculating words and images or endorsing them 
with a single click—may not always amount to echoing in a full sense. 
For example, tweeting or re-posting on social media are only superficial 
responses if they do not result in a willingness to use one’s own agency 
(communicative, economic, political, and other forms of agency) to resist 
the injustice in question. If the reactions to protest of online audiences 
become detached from the realm of action, these reactions run the risk 
of remaining skin-deep. These three dimensions of echoing provide a 
gradual normative framework that can assess how deep the audience’s 
responsiveness goes and distinguish between thin and thick forms of 
solidarity.

Although echoing a protest falls short of full participation in the pro-
test, it is a way of securing proper uptake for the protest. When citizens 
decide not to participate in protest for one reason or another (e.g., they 
have not made up their minds yet about their own view on the matter, 
or they are already resisting the injustice in question in other ways, etc.), 
echoing is a way of offering communicative support and amplifying the 
voices of a protesting public to make sure they are properly heard and 
communicatively included in the public sphere.

conclusion

In this article I have argued that the duties to protest and to listen to 
protest are central democratic obligations required for active citizenship. 
Section 1 developed an epistemic-communicative approach to protest as 
communicative resistance, arguing that duties to protest and to listen 
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to protest are civic obligations in order to resist complicity to injustice. 
In Section 2, I argued that we always have a duty to listen to felicitous 
protests against injustice and that, under conditions of social uprising, 
we also have a duty to protest. In Section 3, I defended a view of protest 
participation that takes into account subjects’ positionality with respect 
to the injustice being protested, arguing for the special prerogatives of 
victims and the duties of non-victims to defer and yield within protest 
movements. In Section 4, I elucidated the notion of proper uptake to 
protest, what I call echoing: expressing communicative solidarity with 
that protest through one’s cognitive, affective, and actional responses. 
My notion of echoing calls attention to how differently situated audiences 
can give proper uptake to protests in a way that empowers the communi-
cative and political agency of protesting publics.
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	 notEs

 1. There are reasonable defeaters that can trump the prima facie obligation to 
protest, such as physical integrity.

 2. Although I draw explicitly from the literature on “expressive harms” here, 
the kinds of harms I highlight have also been conceptualized by Iris Marion 
Young in “Five Faces of Oppression” (2004) as expressive violence under the 
rubrics of “marginalization,” “powerlessness,” and “cultural imperialism.”
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 3. Quoted in Chemerinsky 2019: 761.
 4. In Making Space for Justice (2022), Michele Moody-Adams offers a very elucidat-

ing discussion of these Supreme Court cases. As Moody-Adams’ discussion 
underscores, “some of the most powerful arguments in Brown rested on the 
testimony of African American social scientists Kenneth and Mamie Clark, 
whose research revealed some of the damage done by the ‘badge of inferior-
ity’ created by school segregation” (Moody-Adams 2022: 183).

 5. The notion of chaining an action to another is part of Medina’s account of 
collective agency and performative networks. See “Echoing: Chained Action, 
‘Epistemic Heroes,’ and Social Networks,” in section 5.3 of Medina (2013).

 6. Emily Beausoleil (2019) has offered an account of how to listen properly to 
claims of structural injustice that emphasizes these three elements and goes 
well with the account of the three functions of protest that I develop in the 
next paragraph.
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	 abstract: The diffusion of social media has profoundly transformed the 
nature and form of the contemporary public sphere, facilitating the rise of 
new political tactics and movements. In this article, I develop a theory of the 
social media public sphere as a “plebeian public sphere” whose functioning 
is markedly different from the traditional public sphere, described by Jürgen 
Habermas. Differently from Habermas’ critical-rational publics, this social me-
dia public sphere is dominated by online crowds that come together in virtual 
gatherings made visible by a variety of social media reactions and metrics that 
measure their presence. It can be best described as a “reactive democracy,” 
a plebiscitary form of democracy in which reactions are understood as an 
implicit vote indicating the mood of public opinion on a variety of issues.

	 keywords: digital democracy, online crowds, plebiscitary democracy, 
public sphere, reactions, social media

Recent years have seen the eruption of a variety of new political phenom-
ena, from protest and populist insurgencies to new political parties and 
electoral campaigns, that have found a propitious avenue of mobiliza-
tion on social media. These phenomena raise important questions about 
the nature of contemporary democracy and its underlying promises and 
threats. However, to capture these it is necessary to go beyond specific on-
line political phenomena and gaze instead at the overall logic and struc-
tural underpinnings of the public communication environment in which 
these phenomena arise, approaching social media as the key components 
of a new public sphere in formation, or what I describe as a “social media 
public sphere.” With this term, I want to highlight that, while we live in 
a “hybrid media system,” to use Andrew Chadwick’s expression (2017), in 
which press and TV still play an important role, social media platforms 
have acquired an ever more prominent role, and public communication 
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is increasingly re-organized around them (e.g., Altheide and Snow 2019, 
Bennet and Segerberg 2012; Kahne and Bowyer 2018; Van Dijck and Poell 
2013), with important consequences for both the form and content of 
contemporary politics.

Over the last decade, many scholars have explored how this shift has 
affected democracy and protest movements, focusing on different specific 
trends and providing various explanations of the impact of social media. 
Lance W. Bennett and Alexandra Segerberg have argued that social media 
are transforming collective action into a more individualized “connective 
action,” and favor personalized action frames and transitory network al-
liances (Bennet and Segerberg 2012). José Van Dijck and Thomas Poell 
have explored the idea of a “social media logic” (Van Dijck and Poell 2018) 
in opposition to the mass media logic discussed by David Altheide and 
Robert Snow (Altheide 2016; Altheide and Snow 2019). Van Dijck and Poell 
have argued that social media displays some distinctive features, such as 
its data-driven element, the importance of popularity metrics (Van Dijck 
and Poell 2013), and the way they serve to rank content. Other scholars 
have pointed to the way social media are leading to a “disrupted public 
sphere” (Bennett and Pfetsch 2018), in which public discussion is vilified 
by flames, trolling, hate speech, and various instances of disinformation 
that can circulate with ease thanks to the proverbial virality of social 
media (Gross and Johnson 2016; Ott 2017).

What remains comparatively unexplored is the broader question of 
the consequences of the social media public sphere on contemporary de-
mocracy. While many scholars and pundits have launched alarms about 
the risks posed by social media to democracy, less attention has been 
paid to the concrete transformation of key democratic practices, such as 
deliberation and decision-making, as a consequence of social media dif-
fusion. While debates about digital democracy were particularly intense 
between the late 1990s and early 2000s, when people were still imagining 
what kind of new democratic practices might emerge (Coleman 2005; 
Hague and Loader 2005), curiously this debate has faded away precisely 
at the time when digital communication was finally starting to have a 
concrete impact on public communication, though often a less rosy one 
than some advocates of digital democracy had expected. Only recently 
have there been some attempts to explore the new democratic paradigm 
that is developing in the time of social media (Bang and Halupka, 2019) 
and its broader normative implications.

In this article, I want to contribute to this emerging line of discus-
sion by teasing out the nature of the logic of public communication in 
the social media public sphere and its consequence for contemporary 
democracy. In my previous work, I have focused on the manifestations 
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of this particular logic within social movements, new political parties, 
and populist movements (Gerbaudo, 2012, 2018, 2019). In this theory-ori-
ented article, I am interested in developing an understanding of the so-
cial media public sphere as the public communication environment in 
which many of these phenomena have emerged. To this end, this article 
compares and contrasts the social media public here with other histori-
cal manifestations of the public sphere, and in particular the “bourgeois 
public sphere” discussed by Habermas (1989), to ascertain whether the 
normative model of rational argumentation that Habermas derived from 
his historical analysis provides us with a relevant framework, or whether 
an altogether different normative model is required.

My argument is that the social media public sphere is best under-
stood as a plebeian public sphere, because of the way it bears a resem-
blance to the counter-publics of the popular classes as they emerged in 
a number of historical circumstances from Roman antiquity to modern 
revolutions. Reading the social media public sphere as a plebeian public 
sphere, rather than as bourgeois one, carries a number of corollary the-
ses. First, the dominant collective actors of social media are “crowds,” or 
better “online crowds,” rather than “publics,” and their logic of interven-
tion is more “affective” (in the sense of mobilizing affects and emotions) 
than informational and cognitive. Second, the social media public sphere 
features a logic of emotional mobilization rather than the reasoned argu-
mentation that Habermas attributed to bourgeois publics. Third and most 
important, the democratic logic that dominates in this public sphere is 
more plebiscitary than deliberative, and calls for the development of a 
different normative than the Habermasian one.

Key in the functioning of the social media public sphere is the role 
of “reactions” of the most different kinds: Facebook likes, hahas, wows, 
and shares; Twitter retweets and loves; YouTube likes and comments. 
Reactions can be described as zero-degree or low-intensity interactions, 
micro-behaviors that require very little effort beyond pressing a button. 
They are simplified and instantaneous responses to different contents, be 
they a post, a comment to a post, a picture, or a video, that has become 
a key way in which the preferences of users are both expressed and mea-
sured. Individual reactions of different users to any kind of content are 
aggregated collectively and come to measure the popularity of given con-
tent; further, they also feed into social media algorithms, determining 
the visibility of different contents and, therefore, ultimately also their 
influence. Absorbing the logic of social media reactions, it is democracy 
itself that seems to have become “reactive.” Online discussions have be-
come an ongoing micro-referendum on the most disparate issues, often 
in response to specific incidents that have attracted public attention (for 

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   122 9/8/2022   10:06:46 PM



Gerbaudo � Theorizing Reactive Democracy 123

example, the declarations of politicians, news of police killings, or acts 
of war—crises of any kind), with factions positioning themselves in favor 
or against a given event, issue, or statement. In this context, reactions ac-
quire the semblance of an ongoing public vote on various issues, on their 
relevance and urgency, and whether they deserve visibility and support.

This “really existing digital democracy”—to muse on Philippe 
Schmitter’s reference to “really existing democracy” (2010)—paints a very 
different reality from the reality imagined by early theorists of digital 
democracy. It carries a plebiscitary logic, in which mass participation is 
accompanied by shallowness of interaction. Only a minority of activists 
engage in high-intensity online political behavior, with the mass of users 
engaging only in simplified forms of political behavior, such as reacting 
to content. Yet, as I shall argue, it would be wrong to assume that this 
reactive democracy can just be morally condemned: in contemporary 
politics, the battle for consensus involves being liked and being shared 
and tapping the mobilization power of online crowds and their reactions. 
What is required instead is a different normative framework that may 
more realistically account for the opportunities and threats of social 
media for democracy.

The article begins by reviewing debates on social media and the pub-
lic sphere. I argue that the social media public sphere is radically different 
from the normative model of the public sphere discussed by Habermas. 
The new public sphere is a highly commercialized space in which the 
promise of interactivity and disintermediation has translated into a mass 
space of communication revolving around low-intensity interactions, 
such as social media reactions, and in which the collective actor is the 
online crowd rather than “the public.” The article goes on to look at the 
impact of reactions on various forms of collective action emerging online 
and to examine what I have described as “reactive democracy,” namely a 
plebiscitary democracy which enlists social media reactions as a central 
mechanism. At the end of the article, I conclude with some observations 
on the implications of reactive democracy for political strategy.

from the Bourgeois public sphere to 
the social media public sphere

To understand the social media public sphere and the forms of democ-
racy prevalent there, it is necessary to start from the general idea of the 
public sphere as it has been traditionally conceived in debates at the 
crossroads between political science, sociology, and the study of media 
and communications. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, by 
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Jürgen Habermas, originally published in German in 1962 but translated 
into English only in 1989, has within a few decades become one of the 
most influential theories at the crossroads of political science and media 
studies (Habermas 1989). Its theoretical interest lies in its ability to cap-
ture the structural, institutional, and spatial dimensions of public com-
munication systems, rendering how different media channels and sites 
of discussion are embedded in a common space organized around a com-
mon logic.

In his historical analysis, Habermas famously tracked the historical 
emergence of the bourgeois public sphere between the seventeenth cen-
tury and the nineteenth. He argued that the emergence of news media 
and places of public meeting, such as tea houses, coffee houses, and the-
atres, opened a rational space for discussion and deliberation, informed 
by the information and opinion available through the emerging modern 
press. For Habermas, the rise of the modern capitalist press, which turned 
information into a commodity available on the market, progressively ex-
tricated access to news from aristocratic privilege, making it available to 
anyone who was able to purchase it. In Habermas’ analysis, this historical 
reconstruction went with the attempt to develop a normative and ideal-
ized model of public communication.

Habermas found much to praise in some of the key “criteria” that had 
emerged from the public sphere in the era of Enlightenment. These in-
cluded: a separation between private interests and public issues; a degree 
of inclusivity in discussions, overcoming the exclusionary tendencies of 
aristocratic privilege; and a commitment to rational-critical argumenta-
tion aimed at finding a consensus among interlocutors (Habermas 1989: 
90-93). Further, in the bourgeoise public sphere, Habermas also retrieved 
an important mechanism of social coordination, through which emerg-
ing social consensus would go on to influence political decisions. Political 
rulers could not completely ignore the emerging points of consensus in 
the public sphere. Yet, Habermas was also aware that this positive content 
of the bourgeoise public sphere had progressively become imperiled, and 
already in that seminal work he decried what he saw as a progressive in-
volution of the public sphere in mass democracies. Widespread commer-
cialization of the news media, as well as the development of advertising 
and techniques of influence and manipulation, had fundamentally sub-
verted the normative principles of the liberal public sphere (ibid.: 164).

Since its publication, and more so since its translation into English in 
1989, Habermas’s work became the target of intense criticism. Feminist 
theorists highlighted that what Habermas saw as an inclusive place was 
highly exclusive, as it barred women from participation (Fraser 1990). 
Others pointed to the class exclusion inherent in Habermas’s public 
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sphere, as made explicit in its very qualifier (which is often forgotten), 
namely the bourgeois public sphere. In the early 1970s, Alexander Kluge 
and Oskar Negt (2016) pointed to the presence of an alternative public 
sphere of the working class, which crisscrossed the space of production 
in the factory and the city, including economic “penny cafés,” provid-
ing cheap access to arenas of discussion. The organizing principle of this 
public sphere was neither information nor opinion (Ahnung) but rather 
experience (Erfahrung) (Kluge and Negt 2016). The interest of this work 
lies in its awareness that different public spheres could co-exist at any 
given historical time (Breese 2011), raising interesting questions as to the 
nature of the social media public sphere and its relationship with other 
public spheres.

At the inception of the Internet, authors discussed whether it should 
be considered a public sphere in its own right: a “virtual public sphere” 
(Papacharissi 2002). Many of the interactive features of digital commu-
nication were seen as offering new forms of participation for citizens 
that could have rehashed some of the features identified by Habermas in 
his normative model, such as the ability for horizontal communication, 
reasoned discussion, and participatory deliberation. However, the devel-
opment of social media, sometimes described as a second wave of the In-
ternet, or “Web 2.0,” has comprised tendencies that appear to contradict 
these expectations. Social media have absorbed many features we used 
to associate with mass media, such as the logic of one-to-many commu-
nication and broadcasting (Castells 2010). Far from being a de-centralized 
and networked system, this is often an environment dominated by strong 
power dynamics like those typical of scale-free networks (Barabasi and 
Bonabeau 2003), in which the majority of users consume messages pro-
duced by a small number of new media outlets and “power users.”

This process of ever-growing concentration has been facilitated by 
the rise of large corporate platforms such as Facebook and Twitter pro-
gressively acquiring a position of dominance over online discussions. 
Over the last five years, the landscape of the digital public sphere has 
also been transformed by the rise of instant messaging apps such as 
WhatsApp and Telegram and the rise of video-sharing platforms such as 
TikTok. But the overall dynamic proceeds along similar lines, in the direc-
tion of an ever-growing hierarchy in terms of the communication power 
of different users. In a recent intervention on the consequences of social 
media for the public sphere, Habermas has highlighted how, while social 
media lead to the elision of communication borders (Engretzung), they 
also pose a risk of fragmentation of the public sphere and deformation 
in the perception of publicness (Habermas 2021: 471). This builds on pre-
vious reflections by Habermas, where he has expressed preoccupation 
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about the consequences of the transformation of the media system for 
the epistemic dimension of democracy (Habermas 2006).

The digital transformation of the public sphere has important impli-
cations for contemporary democracy. Many scholars have discussed the 
possibility of a “digital democracy,” a new type of democracy, built after 
the image of digital media (Hague and Loader 2005). Different models of 
digital democracy have been proposed by scholars, with an influential 
typology by Lincoln Dahlberg listing liberal-individualist, deliberative, 
counter-publics, and autonomist Marxist positions on this issue (Dahl-
berg 2011). Further, some scholars, such as Stephen Coleman, have pro-
posed to look at digital media more as a means to correct representative 
democracy than to overcome it (Coleman 2005). However, the debate on 
digital democracy has mostly been informed by the ambition of overcom-
ing a stale representative democracy and achieving a greater degree of di-
rectness and disintermediation, as proposed by pundits such Alvin Toffler 
(1991). The hope was that, due to its network-like structure, the Internet 
would favor a more decentralized society, in which power would be taken 
away from central power and be made available to every citizen (Barlow 
2019; Shirky 2010). Cyberspace seemed to offer an opportunity for a new 
Jeffersonian democracy, with as much power as possible in the hands of 
the individual (Turner 2010) in an Internet of small producers, self-entre-
preneurs, and “amateurs” who would have found online not only a place 
to thrive economically but also to make decisions democratically.

The technological and commercial development of the Internet, how-
ever, has gone in a direction that is opposite to the one predicted, and 
hoped for, by both liberal advocates of rational argumentation and liber-
tarian techno-utopians. The Internet that has emerged from the so-called 
Web 2.0 era is one of enormous concentration, with a few platforms, ser-
vices, and companies controlling large shares of the market (McChesney 
2014). Companies like the GAFA (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon) have 
come to control much of the everyday online traffic. This is similar to the 
situation in China, where companies such as Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent, and 
Xiaomi (or BATX) control the local Internet. These companies and their 
services have become hosts to billions of people who every day go about 
their customs and intervene in a myriad of discussions and interactions.

Already in Habermas’s public sphere, the media of the bourgeois 
public sphere were mostly private and commercial ventures (1989: 166). 
While he initially considered that commodification of information acted 
as a means of inclusivity, he later decried mass commercialization as a 
factor leading to the vilification of public communication. With social 
media, this process of commercialization that worried Habermas has 
only been pushed to the extreme, as large-scale commodification now 
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engulfs not only the media producing information and opinion but also 
the places of discussion that decide which content is permissible—in line 
with their “community guidelines.”

This popularization of social media driven by commercialization has 
had ambiguous consequences for democracy. It is undeniable that there 
has also been an element of democratization, whereby the diffusion of 
social media has allowed ordinary people, who in previous eras were 
mere media consumers, to access its self-publishing and instantaneous 
communication affordances and to post their ideas or favorite contents at 
the touch of a button, depriving the news media system of their exclusive 
role as institutional mediator or gate-keeper. Yet, the erosion of media 
gate-keeping is also at the source of many of the negative phenomena 
that are often associated with social media—from fake news to trolling 
and flames. All in all, self-publishing is an innovation that has signifi-
cantly re-defined the nature of public communication, and it is also been 
enabling factor for the emergence of the collective subject that domi-
nates the social media public sphere: digital crowds.

the digital return of the crowd

Rather than a bourgeois public sphere, the social media public sphere 
resembles a plebeian public sphere, namely a massified one dominated 
by the action of online crowds. “Plebeian public sphere” is a term Haber-
mas himself uses in the preface to The Structural Transformation of the Public 
Sphere, referring to a variant of the public sphere that was visible at differ-
ent moments in history, such as the French Revolution, in which “a pub-
lic sphere stripped of its literary garb began to function—its subject was 
no longer the ‘educated strata’ but the uneducated ‘people’,” and other 
phenomena, such as the Chartist Movement and the “anarchist traditions 
of the workers’ movement on the continent” (Habermas 1989: xviii).

The term originates from the plebs in ancient Rome and the public 
spaces through which they acted politically. These were not limited to 
official meetings, such as the contiones, in which the people of Rome were 
addressed by public officials and popular assemblies (Mouritsen 2001); 
it also encompassed more informal occasions of popular public opinion 
such as in “Circuli, rings of people who gathered for conversation or as 
an audience” (Rosillo-Lopez 2017: 184). Further, it became visible around 
major spaces and occasions of everyday economic activity, consumption, 
and entertainment, from the market in the forum to festivals and cir-
cuses; while these normally acted as a means of domination and per-
suasion of the masses, they involved a gathering of large crowds that 
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sometimes propitiated the spreading of dissent in the form of rumors 
(ibid.: 203) and even riots. More generally, the term “plebs” has also been 
used to describe the social subject behind major popular movements in 
history (Breaugh 2013).

In this article, I use the term “plebeian public sphere,” rather than 
“proletarian public sphere” used by Kluge and Negt (2016), to express 
that, on the one hand, the subject intervening in the social media public 
sphere is more a case of “mass” than “class,” given that those coming 
together in online crowds do not necessarily share the same class condi-
tion, and on the other, that the digital crowd is not a subject that gath-
ers around spaces of production, as Negt and Kluge proposed, but more 
around spaces of socialization, entertainment, and informal discussion, 
as with the ancient plebeian public sphere. My suggestion is that, to cap-
ture the nature of the subject in the social media public sphere, we need 
instead to fully account for its crowd-like behavior.

US Marxist scholar Stanley Aronowitz already highlighted some years 
ago that Habermas’s theory of the public sphere is imbued with a “fear 
of crowds” and street protest (Aronowitz 2000). These days we find refer-
ences to crowds in discussions about social media and in the coining of 
terms such as smart-mobs, crowdsourcing, and so on (Lee 2017). Howard 
Rheingold introduced the term “smart-mobs” to describe early forms of 
collective action via mobile communications (Rheingold 2002). Andrew 
McAfee and Erik Brynjolfsson have argued that the platformization of 
the Internet has been accompanied by the rise of more dispersed and 
bottom-up organized crowds rather than by the traditional institutional 
“cores” (McAfee and Brynjolfsson 2017). This has made it possible for var-
ious forms of mass behavior to emerge, which have become visible in 
many different contexts: from the production of knowledge on Wikipe-
dia to online trading and various forms of social and political action.

The sense behind the use of these terms is that, unlike pre-digital 
media, social media afford a virtual space in which a number of mi-
cro-behaviors can be aggregated to form collective behavior. As Dolata 
and Schrape highlight (2016), “crowds” stands alongside “masses” and 
“swarms” as terms used to describe non-organized collectives that mani-
fest themselves online. Further, this notion chides with growing debates 
about the affective nature of contemporary politics (see, for example, 
Slaby and von Scheve 2019) and of social media (Bösel 2020; Papacharissi 
2015) and the way digital communication involves a variety of emotional 
processes that are involved in gathering people and creating bonds of sol-
idarity among them similar to those seen in traditional crowds (Canetti 
1984). As seen in many different movements, online crowds can quickly 
materialize into physical crowds (Gerbaudo 2012).
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This discussion of online crowds seems to contradict a famous predic-
tion of French sociologist Gabriel Tarde (2010). Writing at the end of the 
nineteenth century, Tarde proposed that crowds were a pre-modern phe-
nomenon that would eventually be substituted by publics, thanks to the 
possibility of increasing mediation offered by new communication tech-
nologies. While some authors have some reservations about the notion of 
digital crowds (2017), preferring alternate notions, such as “swarms,” Dol-
ata and Schrape argue that the term “online crowds” can be aptly used 
to describe non-organized collectives emerging online that, while lacking 
the element of physical proximity characteristic of traditional crowds, 
nevertheless seem engaged in an experience of gathering or “crowding” 
(Dolata and Schrape 2016). This was a trend that had already been noted 
some years ago by the cultural theorist Mark Poster (1997), when he said 
that the Internet was becoming the new place of public crowding, taking 
the place of physical spaces like street corners, squares, taverns, and so 
on as organizers of social interactions.

These acts of crowding bespeak how the Internet and social media act 
as sites of gathering and aggregation from a distance. Partly this derives 
from the “economy of attention” of online spaces, the role of various 
algorithms involved in shaping visibility (Van Dijck and Poell 2013), and 
the connected filter bubble effect of social media (Pariser 2011). There 
has been an intense discussion about how these mechanisms lead to po-
larization and the limits of the filter bubble theory (see, for example, 
Jones-Jang and Chung 2022). What is clear, however, is that social media 
platforms, in offering “expanded possibilities for the formation, coor-
dination and control of collective behavior” (Dolata and Schrape 2016: 
14), bestow heightened opportunities for the emergence of crowd-like 
phenomena. On these platforms, “like-minded” individuals are brought 
together around online content of common interest and connected con-
versations, gathering at short notice to engage in mediated forms of col-
lective action and soon disappear, only to reappear in a changed form a 
few hours or days later.

In contemporary politics, the examples of this return to the logic 
of the crowd are manifold: from hackers coordinating at a distance to 
attack websites for political purposes, to online campaigns with mass 
support, to online traders’ communities, such as the Reddit group Wall 
Street Bets, which in January 2021 bought en masse the shares of the vid-
eogames company GameStop. In the field of protest, we have seen various 
social movements, such as Occupy Wall Street and Black Lives Matter, 
emerging on the back of popular Internet hashtags and viral memes cir-
culated by social media crowds. Similarly, political insurgencies—such as 
the Sanders campaign in the 2016 Democratic primaries and the Trump 
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election victory the same year—were fueled by mercurial “digital armies” 
of committed supporters, who shared content and mobilized people to 
take part in campaign events. Furthermore, on a day-by-day basis, on-
line crowds battle on Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube in the comment 
sections, in what often take the form of fiery confrontations between 
different groups.

The most visible consequence of this crowd logic is the “turbulence” 
of the social media public sphere (Margetts, Hale, and Yasseri 2015): new 
actors can rapidly emerge and then often fade away at the same speed. The 
social media public sphere is akin to a volcano, in which new phenomena 
bubble up like fluid lava. In turn, this volcanic or turbulent element of 
the social media public sphere needs to be understood as a consequence 
of the high degree of individualization or “networked atomization” that 
social media have contributed to fostering. Social media are “personal 
media” (Papacharissi 2003) whose accounts are by default defined as be-
longing to specific individuals rather than collectives in a context, in 
which the individual, rather than a group, is the basic unit of social or-
ganization (Wellman 2001). The logic of democracy that dominates the 
social media public sphere needs to be understood in light of this social 
polarity between individualized users and effervescent crowds, and the 
role played by social media reactions as a key mechanism through which 
the emergence of crowds becomes publicly visible.

reactions as the new mechanism of democracy

The term “reaction” implies a response to a given action. In the context 
of physics, it is used to indicate the action in response to a previous ac-
tion: for example, the movement of an object. In Newton’s Third Law, 
it is famously stated: “To every action there is always opposed an equal 
reaction.” In other areas of knowledge, such as psychology or sociology, 
“reaction” implies a response to stimuli, a behavior triggered by an action 
that precedes it both temporally and logically. One example would be 
a fight-or-flight response when faced with danger, or a response to any 
given media content, eliciting laughter, surprise, or sadness. For exam-
ple, a cinema audience may react to the sudden appearance of a ghost in 
a horror movie by shrieking in fear. Indeed, Hollywood and commercial 
cinema more generally have often been geared to elicit “effects,” or re-
actions, in the public, such as awe, sadness, joy, calm, thrills, and so on. 
Media scholars have studied the effects of different media contents, from 
television programs to video games, and the kinds of reactions they elicit 
in the public (Staiger 2005).
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We could thus see reactions as a universal aspect of all forms of com-
munication. Yet, my contention is that in the social media public sphere, 
reactions have acquired a particularly eminent role that is decisive for 
understanding their overall logic. Social media reactions can be seen as 
the innovation introduced by social media vis-a-vis what Lev Manovich 
described as the “language of new media” (2002). Reactions have become 
the most common form of “interactivity”—one of the common features 
attributed to new media, alongside hypertextuality and multimedial-
ity (Kiousis 2002). But it is a very minimal, and in some respects disap-
pointing, form of interactivity. Whereas in the new media discourse of 
the 1990s and early 2000s the notion of interactivity conjured a view of 
horizontal exchange, where there would be some degree of reciprocity 
among different interlocutors, reaction manifests a version of interactiv-
ity as a far more asymmetrical and low-intensity mechanism.

Reactions may appear trivial, and the logic behind them has often 
been ridiculed as a “clicktivism,” a low-intensity activity such as signing 
a petition or liking a post that is ultimately inconclusive (Halupka 2014). 
But they are the most frequent micro-behaviors seen on social media (Ma-
cafee 2013; Heiss, Schmuck, and Matthes 2019). Many more users merely 
“react” to a content which is served to them than produce a new content. 
Reactions have also become a form of “content” or message in their own 
right. While in previous media conditions people were already reacting 
to content in various ways, these reactions mostly remained invisible to 
the message producers. Now, however, the reaction to a message is in-
stantaneously seen by the sender, who is “notified” about them and can 
take cues from them.

Further, the word “reaction” has now also been used to describe posts 
that are created in response to other posts, or videos, as is the case with 
TikTok, where they have become a popular “genre.” Besides emotional re-
actions, such as those seen on Facebook, and other familiar interactions, 
such as liking and retweeting on Twitter, comments are also a key form 
of reaction behavior on social media. Tim O’Reilly famously contrasted 
Web 1.0 and its logic of publishing to Web 2.0 and its logic of participa-
tion (O’Reilly 2005): what now mattered was not how many people read a 
piece of content, but how much they participated. More generally, much 
of the discussion occurring online is built around the expectation that 
people will react to content, either by endorsing it or disapproving of it.

While reactions are an affordance inherent in social media platforms, 
they are not merely “technologically determined”: their use and mean-
ing are shaped by a number of symbolic processes, both on the designer 
side and on the user side, where different communities attribute to them 
different meanings and social uses (Tian et al. 2017). Further, on some 
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occasions they have been used as a means of political expression and 
contestation. One famous example was a BBC Facebook live interview 
with Theresa May during the 2017 election campaign; the interview was 
overwhelmed by a wave of angry reactions from online users, visualized 
in the form of a stream of angry faces during the event. On Facebook, it 
is well known how, on other occasions, users have reacted en masse with 
the Haha reaction to ridicule a given content. Further, this political use of 
reactions is also seen in the practice of “ratioing” (Minot et al. 2021), with 
users “piling” on tweets they strongly disagree with by writing negative 
comments and “quote tweets.” However, conversely, reactions can also 
be used to convey approval of a given content: by liking, loving, sharing 
a given Facebook post and writing approving comments. by retweeting, 
loving, or commenting positively on Twitter posts, and by using similar 
reactions on other platforms.

Reactions often have a qualitative element (as seen in Facebook’s 
emotional reactions, and most evidently with comments), but their im-
pact is mostly quantitative: they are aggregated as a measure of popular-
ity expressed in the numerical form of social media metrics. In general, 
social media communication aims to gather as many positive reactions as 
it can, while minimizing negative reactions. Indeed, the influence of Face-
book pages, Twitter, and YouTube channels or TikTok accounts is often 
measured in terms of the number of people who follow and “like” their 
online content, their “user base,” and their “user engagement.” Further, 
reactions have a direct bearing on the visibility of social media content. 
Social media algorithms prioritize contents that have already received a 
high number of reactions, reading them as a marker of interest. It is thus 
only by attracting a high number of reactions that social media content 
can go “viral”; in this sense, reactions are both a measure and a fuel of 
social media communication.

The role played by reactions on social media has important conse-
quences for the nature of “really existing digital democracy” in the so-
cial media public sphere: reactions can be understood as a vote. Given 
that the number of people reacting to content becomes an implicit mea-
surement of its “popularity” (Van Dijck and Poell 2016), every reaction 
becomes a ballot of sorts: one “like” equals one vote. This implicit vote 
almost invariably takes a simplified form, which approximates the binary 
one of a referendum (Yes/No, For/Against, reacting or not reacting) or of 
selecting among a limited number of options (as in the case of Facebook’s 
emotional reactions). This nature of reacting as voting is made explicit 
with Reddit, where people can “upvote” or “downvote” a post or a com-
ment depending on whether they agree or disagree with it, and whether 
they think it is valuable and useful to the community.
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This implicit online voting mechanism is also at work in dedicated 
recommendation websites or recommendation features now available on 
many websites, from Google Maps, where one can evaluate the quality 
of service of different shops or restaurants, to Airbnb or Uber, where one 
can vote for or against a host or a driver. Obviously, in most cases, this is 
a “vote” only figuratively, as people are not expressing a political prefer-
ence, nor electing representatives to decide on their behalf. But the use 
of reactions has contributed to shaping the idea of the web as a sort of 
people’s tribunal, the stage of a permanent referendum in which people 
constantly judge everything that is on offer. In this sense, it is significant 
that the number of reactions to a post is often cited by leaders and ob-
servers as proof of the level of popularity of a given discourse, sometimes 
even boasting it in dedicated posts.

democracy or ochlocracy?

Reactions embody the new logic of democracy that has become preva-
lent in the social media public sphere, one which—as the foregoing ref-
erence to a permanent referendum highlights—tends to have a strong 
plebiscitary character. It is plebiscitary because it approximates a binary 
vote around all sorts of issues in which what ultimately matters is the 
power of numbers and the size of the digital crowds that are mobilized. 
This points to a logic of democracy drawn from the idealized vision of a 
liberal model of reasoned conversation discussed by Habermas and other 
theorists (Habermas 1989). Furthermore, it is also different from visions 
of deliberative democracy that have been supported by political theorists 
in recent decades (Gutman and Thompson 2009), sometimes drawing on 
Habermas’ public sphere. According to deliberative democracy theory, 
the legitimacy of decision making derives from the active participation 
of citizens in the shaping and discussion of issues. In this context, delib-
eration involves a qualitative aspect, as it is expected that participants 
will actively shape the actual content of the decisions being taken. With 
the plebiscitary democracy that is manifested in the social media public 
sphere, it is instead the quantitative aspect of preference aggregation, 
and the Yes/No, For/Against referendum that ultimately matters.

This, however, does not mean that this plebiscitary democracy pre-
cludes any condition for voice or that it only leads to collective manip-
ulation. My suggestion is that, to capture the logic of these practices, 
it is necessary to adopt a different normative model of democracy and 
the public sphere, such as the notion of a pluralist and antagonistic de-
mocracy articulated by Chantal Mouffe, in which the logic of the public 
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sphere is more one of conflict than of consensus (Mouffe 1999). If we fol-
low this different model, we can see that online crowds, and individuals 
within them, have some voice in its possibility to lend support for one of 
the different antagonistic options that are on offer at any point in time. 
Yet, it is evident that this influence is mostly quantitative rather than 
qualitative. It involves choosing among “options” that have by and large 
already been “pre-packaged” by political leaders and influencers. But this 
participation remains “reactive” in the basic sense that it involves a re-
sponse to a question that has by and large already been defined at the 
outset.

The plebiscitary character of social media reactions and the crowd-
like form of the contemporary public sphere may raise fears that, rather 
than a democracy, what we are being delivered in the social media era is 
an ochlocracy. “Ochlocracy” is a term used by Hannah Arendt to speak 
of the power of the crowd and the mob, which, using violence and in-
timidation, contributed to the rise of Nazism and Fascism (Arendt 2013). 
Speaking of reactive democracy as an ochlocracy would mean that it is an 
anti-democratic space wholly dominated by irrational and authoritarian 
instincts. As previously discussed, there are many worrying aspects of “re-
active democracy,” and the examples of how it has been geared towards 
authoritarian ends are manifold. At the same time, it is also necessary to 
acknowledge that democracy has often involved similarly simplified and 
massified mechanisms of popular participation. Choosing among candi-
dates is not very dissimilar from choosing among different emotional reac-
tions, just as voting in a referendum is not too dissimilar in principle from 
the choice of “liking” or not liking. Mass democracy involves all sorts of 
simplifications in gathering and recording the preferences of the citizenry.

conclusion

The social media public sphere entails a logic of participation that is very 
different from that associated with early theories of digital democracy. It 
is a form of participation that is highly hierarchical, one in which the ma-
jority of people participate in only a very shallow and low-intensity way. 
This is, in fact, an old paradox of democracy. This gulf between the formal 
equality in political participation and the reality of highly unequal polit-
ical participation has been discussed by theorists of democracy such as 
Robert A. Dahl (2008) and Russel J. Dalton (2017).

If anything, in the social media public sphere this inequality of par-
ticipation is only magnified, both because of the mass scale on which 
communication plays out and because of the strong online aggregation 
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tendencies of digital platforms. There is a profound asymmetry among 
social media users: on the one hand, we find a great number of common 
users who mostly act as “reactors,” and on the other, a tiny minority of 
users and channels that are instead active generators of content; as per 
Jakob Nielsen’s famous 90-9-1 law of participation, it can be said that par-
ticipation in online communities in 90 per cent of the cases takes the 
form of interactions with low thresholds and low energy (Nielsen 2006). 
But this betrayal of the visionary promises of theorists of digital democ-
racy should not lead us to overlook the democratic potential inherent in 
the social media public sphere.

It has to be recognized that the social media public sphere has 
opened the possibility for masses of Internet users to express themselves 
online and to have their views and sentiments aggregated in the form of 
metrics that measure ever-changing moods. The action of online crowds, 
registered by reactions, has a palpable influence in creating a certain po-
litical climate, in turn leading political leaders to adapt their actions and 
messages accordingly. Politicians and online celebrities have often had 
to quickly adjust their position when users’ reactions to their content 
show disagreement or lack of enthusiasm. Whether or not people like 
social media, it has become a big tribunal in which ideas, contents, and 
policies are constantly judged by the public, and by voting through vari-
ous reactions. This state of affairs calls not merely for criticism and moral 
condemnation, though that is necessary in some circumstances; it also 
highlights the need for political strategies harnessing the power of online 
crowds and the mechanism of online reactions as a means to build and 
display support for progressive causes.
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Theorizing the Democratic Crowd
From the Who to the How 

of Popular Assembly

Jason Frank’s The Democratic Sublime is an exciting and astute intervention 
in democratic theory. It persuasively shows popular assembly to be a per-
sistent, distinctive, yet also undertheorized feature of democratic poli-
tics. That is, despite its ubiquity, the physical gathering of political actors 
en masse has not been analyzed as a phenomenon that tells us something 
meaningful about the very nature of democracy. Indeed, Frank suggests 
that mass assembly is more often broached with apprehension. Ironi-
cally, it is popular assembly’s proximity to popular sovereignty, its latent 
claim to approximate the latter, which sustains such suspicion. In Frank’s 
striking analysis, this is the case not just for liberal sceptics or conserva-
tive critics. Contemporary radical democrats are especially keen to ex-
pose any collective purporting to embody or express a unified (sovereign) 
will as dangerous fantasy.

In order to grasp popular assembly as a distinctively democratic prac-
tice, Frank directs us to its aesthetic dimensions. This is the second of 
Democratic Sublime’s key claims. Popular assembly involves questions of 
peoplehood, which in democratic theory are most often taken up in legal 
and constitutional terms. Democratic theorists aim to delineate grounds 
for the legitimate authorization and institutionalization of popular con-
stituent power. By contrast, Frank foregrounds aesthetic questions of 
sensation, appearance, and representative form. In so doing, Frank very 
pointedly moves away from questions of identifying who the people are, 
to questions of how the people appear and act. Indeed, one of Frank’s 
most compelling and important claims is that democracy continually 
re-enacts dramas of collective self-empowerment, in which the people 
appear to themselves as a people in the very moment in which they display 
the collective capacity to act. The turn to the aesthetic is crucial, for it 
is through sensation and imagination that democratic actors reflexively 
experience collective agency and bring it into being.
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One major obstacle to appreciating these aesthetic elements is the 
long-standing commitment to secularization common to modern demo-
crats, from Thomas Paine to Jürgen Habermas. Disenchantment is taken 
to be a historical fact as well as the ultimate telos of democratic politics. 
Frank’s striking insight is that modern democracy in fact necessitates 
“new forms of political enchantment;” it places “new pressures on the 
collective imagination” and “unprecedented enticements of collective 
fantasy” (3). Following Edmund Morgan, Frank suggests that democratic 
sovereignty relies on a more “fictional fiction” than kingship. Unlike the 
king’s body, the democratic people is never immediately present and vis-
ible but always a projection. The self-authorizing, impersonal, and col-
lective sovereign of democracy requires and continuously elicits intense 
symbolic investment. Assembly is one central practice that re-stages and 
sustains such collective imagination; and in the form of the sublime, it 
imbues it with vivacity and power.

Radical democratic theory, following in the tradition of Claude Lefort, 
has tried to reckon with the imaginative paradoxes concomitant with 
democracy’s disincorporation of power. But in an elegant and important 
critique, Frank suggests that it does so in a manner that all too quickly 
foregrounds the dangers of popular mobilization; unauthorized acts of 
popular assembly are suspected of latent totalitarianism, of fetishizing 
unity and embodiment that can only end in violence. Frank urges us to 
pause and dwell on the people’s appearance and enactment as a distinct 
and powerful form of democratic representation. On the one hand, Frank 
is aligned with radical democrats in their suspicion of mass assembly as 
the true or direct embodiment of popular sovereignty. Rather, the dem-
ocratic crowd is seen to make representative claims and open up spaces to 
expose and contest prevailing forms of representation. But in speaking of 
representation, the question that interests Frank is not primarily about 
the identity of the people and their authentic representation, that is, who 
is included or excluded in the symbolic constitution of collective belong-
ing. Rather, what matters about the fact of assembly is the experience 
and practice of coming and acting together.

The bulk of Democratic Sublime then explores various conundrums 
around the aesthetics of assembly: questions of visual form, spectacle, 
and theatricality; ecstatic versus absorptive effects of collective rituals; 
the phenomenology of barricade construction; but especially and most 
profoundly, assembly as an instance of what Franks terms the democratic 
sublime. I understood the democratic sublime to be the aesthetic effect 
and experience which encapsulates the fear and awe of a self-witnessing, 
democratic people. The assembled people behold their own power and 
grandeur, taking active delight in this new-found collective capacity. My 
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remaining comments raise two broad questions about Frank’s innovative 
theory of the sublime. First, to what extent must the aesthetics of demo-
cratic peoplehood take the form of the sublime? I pose this by way of not-
ing two prominent features of assembly, visuality and physical proximity. 
Second, I wonder to what extent expressions of empowered agency must 
entail something threatening, mysterious, and/or unorganized. Here I 
want to ask about the specificity of democratic assembly, especially vis-à-
vis its revolutionary counterpart.

I pose these questions by way of an example from the repertoire 
of collective political action I know best, namely, the theory and prac-
tice of nonviolence. As I suggested above, one of the most compelling 
and important aspects of Frank’s analysis is the idea that what is being 
manifested in popular assembly is the capacity to act. At its core, then, 
democratic peoplehood is a scene of collective self-empowerment. When 
Martin Luther King, Jr. reflected on the significance of the Montgomery 
Bus Boycott, this was what was precisely expressed as the distinct pur-
pose and effect of nonviolent direct action. In King’s words:

The nonviolent approach does not immediately change the heart of 
the oppressor. It first does something to the hearts and souls of those 
committed to it. It gives them new self-respect; it calls up resources of 
strength and courage that they did not know they had. (King 1958: 215)

For King, this was a collective moral-psychological transformation. When 
the called-for boycott was met with almost total compliance, it provoked 
a profound re-evaluation of African- Americans’ sense of themselves, as 
capable of transformative agency. Effective action was recursively reve-
latory, and what came into appearance was a community newly empow-
ered and endowed with dignity and purpose.

In King’s account, the image that first confirmed this agency was 
that of the empty bus on the morning of the first day of the boycott. 
Boycotts, like many acts of nonviolent non-cooperation, are purposefully 
dispersed and negative; the most consequential are marked by mass ab-
stention and withdrawal. By contrast, the paradigmatic mode of popular 
assembly in The Democratic Sublime seems more concentrated: “the people 
out of doors” are characterized by physical proximity and aggregative 
energy. When Frank writes that images of peoplehood are necessary to 
mediate the people’s self-empowerment, what kind of image does he 
have in mind? The reflection of the collective actor assembled and gath-
ered? Or the sight of effective agency, that is, the passing buses emptied 
of passengers? In cases like Montgomery, the answer may well be both. 
The year-long boycott was sustained by twice-weekly mass meetings, in 
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which participants would simultaneously re-commit to, reflect upon, and 
delight in their continued efficacy. Perhaps, then, these two aspects of 
popular assembly—enacted agency and physical proximity—ought to be 
more clearly distinguished. Both are visual and ocular, but perhaps in dif-
ferent ways and with different implications. Indeed, Gandhi often spoke 
of “ocular” demonstrations of nonviolence’s efficacy, for example, when 
the actors and viewers are moved and persuaded through the nonverbal, 
visual spectacle of nonviolent protest. But the physical presence of others 
in Rousseau’s silent assemblies or the new sociality engendered in bar-
ricade construction invoke diverse experiences and effects of assembly.

My second question has to do with how collective agency, capacity, 
and/or power is demonstrated in mass assembly. Gandhi and King very 
purposively linked the projection of power in nonviolent action to disci-
plined organization. Mass nonviolence works by formalizing action; ritu-
als and rules conduct protest in nonviolent ways. While such action may 
still induce fear and violent resistance, its self-presentation highlights 
control and restraint, a portrait of collective and individual self-rule that 
seems removed from the sense of danger, disorder, spontaneity, and mys-
tery that Frank attributes to the democratic sublime. This raises questions 
about specifically democratic modes of collective assembly. Frank willingly 
concedes that there will be many varied and competing figurations of 
peoplehood expressing different modes of empowerment. But most of 
the instances of democratic assembly explored in the book are scenes 
of revolution. How important is it to conceptualize these two forms of 
assembly—the democratic and the revolutionary—together? Does demo-
cratic assembly today carry that same threat of excess and disorder that 
revolutionary action invoked and worked through? When we look to the 
variety of forms of assembly today, they seem to have emerged from sev-
eral traditions of mass action, from the revolutionary tradition to be sure, 
but also from liberal and party-orientated forms of mobilization as well 
as anarchist and nonviolent techniques of protest. Does the disorderly 
and dangerous sublime apply to them all, or only under some instances 
and forms?

These are just a few of the questions opened by Frank’s immensely 
important and accomplished book. By bringing popular assembly to the 
center of theoretical analysis, and asking us to wrestle with its perils and 
possibilities, The Democratic Sublime is a model of how to critically analyze 
persistent, prevailing, but also troubling concepts at the heart of demo-
cratic practice. To simply celebrate or dismiss the democratic crowd is to 
misunderstand modern democracy.

Karuna Mantena, Yale University
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From the Boundaries of the 
People to their Enactment

A New Terrain for Democratic Theory

Jason Frank’s rich and engaging book, The Democratic Sublime: On Aesthetic 
and Popular Assembly, picks up and extends questions and interventions he 
first introduced in his 2010 book Constituent Moments: Enacting the People 
in Postrevolutionary America. There he argued, “the people are a political 
claim, an act of political subjectification, not a pre-given, unified, or natu-
rally bounded empirical entity” (Frank 2010: 3). He turned in particular to 
moments when “the underauthorized—imposters, radicals, self-created 
entities” claimed the mantle of authorization to speak in the name of the 
people even as they rejected the institutionalized channels of popular 
representation (ibid.: 8). The aesthetic dimension of these practices—of 
what Frank now calls the “people out of doors” (20)—was already sug-
gested in that text. In the introduction, for example, he offered a close 
reading of an engraving by Polish artist Daniel Chadoweicki, which 
depicted the burning of British stamps in Boston in 1765. “The image,” 
Frank wrote there, “graphically suggests that the people, while requiring 
an observable representation to be, also exceeded the confines of any 
given representation” (Frank 2010: 23). Chadoweicki’s engraving drama-
tized the boundaries that constitutes the assembly of individuals into a 
collective, even as it illustrated the contestation and potential expansion 
of the people in its inclusion of a young African boy and a white woman 
within the image’s frame.

I start with Frank’s earlier engagement with this image because it 
already signals an interest in the ritualistic, spectacular, and pedagogi-
cal practices through which the self-created authority of the people was 
imagined and enacted. With The Democratic Sublime, Frank makes central 
this aesthetic-political problem of envisioning the people and their will. 
Surveying the wider terrain of the transition from monarchical to popu-
lar sovereignty in the Age of Revolutions, Frank examines the practices 
through which an assemblage of individuals is transformed into an em-
powered people. In doing so, he makes three significant contributions to 
democratic theory specifically, and political theory more broadly. First 
and most importantly, Frank opens up a foreclosed line of inquiry into 
the aesthetic dimensions of democratic politics. If the aestheticization of 
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politics is associated with monarchy and fascism and thereby taken to be 
the antithesis of democratic politics, Frank shows how democracy gener-
ates a distinctive set of dilemmas of envisioning the people’s sovereignty. 
His point is not simply that there is also a democratic aesthetics, but 
instead that popular sovereignty heightens the need for aesthetic strate-
gies that make the people’s power visible, tangible, and sensible. This is 
because, as Frank puts it, citing Remo Bodei, “the people do not enjoy the 
privilege of correspondence between the physical and political body” (4). 
Both the people’s “concrete material existence as well as their continuous 
persistence across time” require the exercise of political imagination (4).

Second and relatedly, Frank’s concern with how the people and their 
political power become tangible shifts democratic theory’s preoccupa-
tion with who the people are to foreground the question of “how individ-
uals come to experience/feel themselves as a part of the mobilized and 
empowered collectivity in the first place” (95; emphasis added). Where 
democratic theory’s “boundary problem” has been concerned with the 
characteristics that demarcate the people and the exclusions that attend 
any definition of the people, Frank asks us to consider the strategies by 
which identification with and attachment to a collective agent called the 
people is enacted. In taking up this question, Frank alerts us to the work 
of engendering a reverential and democratic self-regard. That is, individu-
als have to not only see themselves as a part of a collective agent but have 
to recognize themselves in the political power that that agent wields. If 
the boundary problem examines the constitutive exclusions of the peo-
ple and thus looks at the people from without, this approach considers 
the internally generated and experimental practices through which a 
sense of peoplehood is produced. This viewpoint allows us to consider 
how “competing strategies of envisioning popular will were implicated 
in difference conceptions of popular agency and power” (25), a point to 
which I will return.

Third, to unearth the long-neglected strategies and practices of en-
visioning popular will, Frank also expands the canon of democratic the-
ory and asks us to reimagine what might count as a text of/for political 
theory. The effort to distinguish democracy first from the iconography 
of monarchy and later from fascist aestheticization contributed to a dis-
avowal of a democratic aesthetics in the writings of early democrats like 
Thomas Paine as well as among contemporary democratic theorists from 
Jürgen Habermas to Claude Lefort. In the face of this studied neglect of 
the aesthetic dimensions of democratic representation within democratic 
theory, Frank turns to a counterintuitive resource—democracy’s critics 
and skeptics. For instance, Edmund Burke and Alexis de Tocqueville, each 
the subject of a chapter in The Democratic Sublime, perceptively recognize 
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the enthralling appearance of popular sovereignty and serve as guides 
in Frank’s efforts to disinter the enduring practices of popular assembly. 
The enlistment of democracy’s critics in its theorization highlights an 
unexpected appreciation for the democratic sublime.

Similarly and in a larger departure for the field of political theory, 
Frank draws on Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables to reconstruct what he calls 
the poetics of the barricade and engages the work of contemporary vi-
sual artist Glenn Ligon to query the boundaries between identification/
disidentification, visibility/evanescence that attend instances of popular 
manifestations. Frank does not direct explicit attention to this expansive 
range of texts on which he draws, but it suggests that posing new ques-
tions about democratic politics, and especially ones that are concerned 
with its aesthetic dimensions, requires more sustained engagements 
with a visual and literary archive.

Together, these interventions mark The Democratic Sublime as a field-de-
fining book that maps the conceptual and political questions opened by 
an examination of popular manifestation as a central practice of demo-
cratic politics. In an effort to explore further directions in this new ter-
rain, we might consider how different models of popular assembly and 
manifestation enact competing or alternative conceptions of the demo-
cratic sublime. As I noted above, Frank’s framework focuses us on how 
individuals come to sense and feel themselves as part of an empowered 
collective. How do different forms of assembly stage and enact the indi-
vidual’s relationship to the empowered collectivity? And do these differ-
ences matter?

To draw out these questions, we might consider two kinds of popu-
lar manifestation—Rousseau’s silent assemblies and the barricade. These 
two modes of assembly share certain features: they are ritualistic; they 
form the people by giving the “corporate unity of peoplehood . . . a dis-
tinctively tangible reality” (50); and they are involved in producing a pro-
cess of collective self-regard. Rousseau’s insistence on silence, however, 
speaks to an anxiety about the forms of informal domination that can 
attend deliberation/discussion. It seeks to preserve individuation even 
at the moment of collective assembly. The anonymity of the building of 
the barricade obviates this individuation. But also, more importantly, the 
barricade’s status as “part public information booth, part recruitment 
stations” (141) suggests different mechanisms of drawing the individ-
ual into a sense of the collective. The pedagogical functions of popular 
assembly, the education of the senses that remains a form of self-ped-
agogy, is a striking feature of the models of assembly Frank discusses. 
The kinds of lessons on offer in the diverse iterations of assembly and 
the specific kinds of challenges raised by popular sovereignty to which 
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strategies of assembly are a response would be a fruitful extension of 
Frank’s interventions.

As the examples of Rousseau’s silent assembly and the barricade sug-
gests, Frank’s conception of popular assembly is capacious and allows us 
to think through the “surprisingly persistent power of the politics of pop-
ular assembly” (xiii). Our contemporary moment—from the memories of 
the Arab Spring and Occupy movements over a decade ago to the Black 
Lives Matter uprisings of 2020—speaks to this enduring power of popular 
manifestation. How do we think about the mediatization of these assem-
blies? The circulation, reproduction, and interchangeability of images of 
popular manifestation have become a recurring feature of our contem-
porary politics. To be sure, this landscape might be less of a qualitative 
transformation than an escalation of tendencies already present in the 
Age of Revolution. As Tocqueville already noted, 1789 was “a spectacle 
of incomparable beauty [in part because] all foreign nations saw it, all 
applaud it, all were moved by it” (quoted on page 171). How are exter-
nal audiences implicated and enlisted in the power of popular assembly? 
Frank’s important intervention, as I noted above, is to alert us to the strat-
egies of producing identification with a collective and empowered agent 
and engendering a reverential self-regard. The relationship between the 
regard of others and the production of self-regard might be one of the 
shifting features of popular assembly, which we take up as we consider 
its different modalities.

The Democratic Sublime makes it possible to pose these questions be-
cause, as with Constituent Moments, it begins with a commitment to the en-
during energy of democratic politics that looks beyond its constitutional 
and institutional configurations. In a contemporary moment of demo-
cratic crisis, breakdown, and backsliding, a turn to the potentialities and 
conundrums of popular manifestation revivify the study of democracy.

Adom Getachew, University of Chicago
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Popular Sovereignty, Aesthetics, 
and Emancipation

What is radical about popular sovereignty? This question sets the scene 
for Jason Frank’s new and stimulating book The Democratic Sublime. Marx’s 
early celebration of democracy as a radical “instrument of lower-class rev-
olutionary agency” (x) and subsequent disappointment in 1848 with “the 
cult of the people” (xi) as an abstraction from the material conditions of 
the lower classes capture a typically modern dilemma—namely, how to 
understand the emancipatory role of popular sovereignty.

Unlike ancient thinkers who equated democracy with a particular so-
cial class (“the rule of the poor”), the modern effort of making the people 
sovereign—at once authors and addressees of law—requires some form 
of mediation (Kalyvas 2019). The people who authorizes law has to be 
represented, imagined, or claimed into being, and this is where the di-
lemma begins. For while this instance of mediation opens the door for 
marginalized social groups to emancipate themselves from exploitation 
and domination in the name of the people as a whole, this act of me-
diation is simultaneously premised “on the imaginary abolition of class 
relations”, which is a lie (x). Moreover, rather than fostering collective 
acts of self-emancipation, appeal to a unitary and sovereign people can 
easily degenerate into a toxic form of nationalism, or be exploited “as a 
tool for reactionary dictatorship” (xi). Popular sovereignty, it seems, is 
a conservative minefield. So why hold on to it as a distinctively radical 
theory of democracy?

One answer to this question is beautifully laid out in this book: pop-
ular sovereignty is not merely “a theory of democracy,” but a way for 
ordinary people—“the people out of doors” (2)—to envision themselves 
as a collective actor capable of political empowerment. As Frank points 
out, popular sovereignty has always been dangerous to those who hold 
power, and this is precisely due to its capacity to generate new political 
imaginations and, not least, to make people act on them: This world is not 
the only one possible—let’s change it!

Like many radical democratic theorists, Frank rejects Marx’s “socio-
logical essentialism of class” (xii). He holds on to the sovereign people 
as the preeminent source of democracy. Still, he is skeptical of the lin-
guistic turn in contemporary radical democratic theory. It eclipses “the 

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   148 9/8/2022   10:06:47 PM



Näsström � Popular Sovereignty, Aesthetics, and Emancipation 149

resistant kernel of concrete materialism in the aesthetics of peoplehood” 
(xii). If Luis McNay has argued that radical democratic theory suffers from 
“social weightlessness”—abstraction from people’s lived social realities—
Frank calls our attention to its aesthetic weightlessness: its failure to see 
how the people mediates its own political empowerment aesthetically 
(McNay 2014). The aim of the book is therefore to “excavate the lost rad-
icalism of democracy” in the half century before Marx rejected the cult 
of the people as a chimera (xii). The lost radicalism of democracy lies in 
the aesthetic representation of popular assemblies and their sublime but 
persistent power over time (xiii). Or, as Frank puts it in a key sentence 
in the book, the people “must see themselves assembled in order to feel 
their power” (10; 72).

The result of this aesthetic motto is a rich analysis of how the people 
materialize as a collective actor, and become tangible to our senses, both 
in the work of such particular thinkers as Rousseau, Burke, and Tocque-
ville, and in particular historical insurgencies, riots, crowds, demonstra-
tions, and barricading. What is sublime about popular assemblies, Frank 
argues, is their capacity to move rather than persuade people. Unlike 
reason, aesthetics can “transport the reader or listener to another more 
elevated state” (12), a place beyond its own “personal, individual, self-in-
terested ego” (13). According to Frank, it is symptomatic of our loss that 
the thinkers who best understood this power of the sublime were critics 
rather than defenders of popular sovereignty. This is why The Democratic 
Sublime draws on insights made by some of its most “trenchant critics” 
(xiii), like Burke, who scorns the revolution and points to the sublime 
“delight” that human beings take in their own subordination. Instead of 
turning to the streets, Burke wants to show, there is pleasure in “proud 
submission” and “dignified obedience” (98).

The Democratic Sublime is an immensely learned, timely, and engaging 
book. Frank carefully uncovers elements of aesthetic peoplehood in the 
work of classical thinkers such as Rousseau, Burke, and Tocqueville. The 
book is also timely, and spot on. It helps the reader in connecting the 
storming of Bastille and the ambiguous commitment to “ballot and barri-
cade” in 1848 (124)—a particularly captivating passage given the present 
crisis of liberal democracy—with contemporary popular assemblies, and 
their use of aesthetics to transport and elevate us to a different place—
and “make us aware of that elevation” (12). Think of the clenched fist of 
BLM, the yellow vests of car-borne in France, the becoming “like water” 
of Hong-Kong protests (xiii), or indeed, the use of the confederate battle 
flag in the storming of the United States Capitol in the US on 6 January 
2021. They are all aesthetic representations of the constituent power of 
the people.
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Above all, the book is engaging. As a reader, I find myself associating 
the tropes of the book with present-day practices in unexpected ways. 
One example is when Frank discusses Rousseau’s “silent assemblies” 
(41-68). Rousseau was not fond of passionate speech and discussion. He 
thought it distracted people from tuning into the general will. The people 
should be present, but silent: everyone should think alone, yet do so in 
the presence of others, and so become what Frank calls a “living body” 
(43). This reference to a living body of people may sound antiquated. How 
can it be radical to go local when power is global? In our new digital real-
ity, however, where bots, propaganda, and fake news can portray a small 
minority as a large majority and vice versa, mere presence can be radical. 
By taking to the streets, the people can see themselves assembled—look, 
this is how many we are, or this is who we are, a multitude of women and 
men, young and old, black and white—and through this experience find 
new ways to envision themselves as a collective actor. This is just one ex-
ample of how this book moves the reader, and inspires new connections 
and associations.

At the same time, the trouble with popular sovereignty introduced 
in the beginning of the book—its eclipse of social class and potential 
degeneration into a tool for reactionary dictatorship—keeps popping 
up during the reading. I would therefore like to conclude by raising two 
questions that put pressure on the link between popular sovereignty and 
emancipation.

The first question concerns the link between social class and people-
hood. In short: What is radical about the democratic sublime? As Frank 
points out, the concern with the political in post-Marxism has replaced 
the sociological essentialism of class with the symbolic constructivism of 
the people (xii; here, Frank refers to Breckman 2013). This means that for 
Frank, who agrees to this intellectual shift, popular assemblies cannot be 
reduced to a particular social interest. A popular assembly “is the emer-
gent or incipient domain of the people before they are given form as an 
identity, organized into institutions, or articulated as a coherent voice” 
(11). This means that the yellow vests, for example, always mediate some-
thing more than what they happen to speak for (such as a solidarity tax 
on wealth)—namely, the emergent reality of the constituent power of the 
people. And so, of course, do the confederate battle flag bearers who, at 
the former President’s signal, stormed the US Capitol in 2021. Is the dem-
ocratic sublime indifferent to the social interests that lie behind these 
two aesthetic representations of who “we, the people” are? Differently 
put, how does the democratic sublime square the distinction between 
partisanship and peoplehood?
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The second question concerns the link between aesthetic represen-
tation and democracy. In short, what is democratic about the democratic 
sublime? As Frank argues, the democratic sublime addresses the emer-
gent stage before the constituent power of the people hardens into law 
or institutions. The aesthetical contours of popular assemblies—like the 
yellow vests, the clenched fist, or the confederate battle flag—are in this 
respect creative and prefigurative. Rather than referring back to an al-
ready existent people, they help construct the very people they claim 
to represent. How to account for this representative aspect of popular 
assemblies is a thorny issue in the literature on representation. What 
distinguishes a democratic from a non-democratic representation of the 
people in the absence of elections? (Näsström, 2015) This question haunts 
Frank’s work as well. Popular assembly is described in the book as a par-
ticular form of “democratic representation” (16), but what makes it into 
a democratic rather than a merely political representation is not clear. 
Frank admits that aesthetic representation can be democratic but also 
“anti-democratic,” as in the rhetoric of Burke (111). But how does he tell 
them apart, and on what basis does he make this claim?

Today there is no shortage of actors drawing on aesthetics to awaken 
the sovereign people and make them rally around the leader and the 
flag against the enemy. They abound. In that sense, this is a remarkably 
important book. It wants to wrest aesthetics out of the hands of reaction-
ary forces—who know how to use it—and show its potential for radical 
democratic theory. Frank’s new book goes a long way to achieve that aim, 
yet more work is still needed to clarify the difference between democratic 
and undemocratic ways of aesthetically representing the people. I hope 
the book is widely read, and that scholars take up the challenge that it 
poses to radical democratic theory. For, as Frank writes, Marx’s fear of 
Bonapartism “still resonates powerfully today” (ix).

Sofia Näsström, Uppsala University
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Beyond the Age of 
Democratic Revolution

I am grateful to the editors at Democratic Theory for organizing this sym-
posium, and especially to Karuna Mantena, Adom Getachew, and Sofia 
Näsström for engaging The Democratic Sublime with such generosity, acuity, 
and insight. The questions and critiques they raise open promising new 
lines of inquiry, while also pressing me to further address the troubling 
resonance between the political dilemmas explored in the book and the 
democratic crises of our present. The essays provide me the opportunity 
to reflect further on problems left insufficiently articulated in the book 
and more clearly see the roads not taken.

The Democratic Sublime examines a central but theoretically underex-
plored political problematic that appeared during the late eighteenth-cen-
tury age of democratic revolutions, and that has haunted the history of 
popular sovereignty ever since. As the personal and external rule of the 
king was replaced by the impersonal and immanent self-rule of the peo-
ple, representational dilemmas emerged surrounding how this new sov-
ereign form would be imagined and made manifest by the people that 
constitute it. A king, as Edmund Morgan writes in his famous history of 
popular sovereignty,

was a visible presence, wearing his crown and carrying his scepter. The 
people, on the other hand, are never visible as such. Before we ascribe 
sovereignty to the people we have to imagine that there is such a thing 
. . . capable of thinking, of acting, of making decisions and carrying 
them out. (Morgan 1988: 153)

In contrast to democratic theory’s familiar narratives of democratic dis-
enchantment—from Thomas Paine, say, to Jürgen Habermas—pursuing 
this insight demonstrates the extent to which modern democracy places 
entirely new pressures on the popular imagination, unprecedented en-
ticements of collective fantasy. The fantasy space of modern democracy is 
centered around its constituent subject—the people—and is animated by 
both the contested question of who the people are, but also the equally 
pressing question of how this sovereign collective publicly appears and 
acts. I call this the democratic problem of popular manifestation.
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Imaginary investments of peoplehood mediate the people’s relation-
ship to their own political empowerment—how they understand them-
selves to be a part of and act as a people. This opens up dilemmas of 
institutionalization, constitution, and law, of course, but also of visualiza-
tion, manifestation, and form. The Democratic Sublime excavates this latter 
aesthetic political problematic across diverse philosophical, literary, po-
etic, and visual archives from the age of revolution to better understand 
how popular assembly in particular—the politics of crowds, demonstra-
tions, gathering of the “people out of doors”—emerged as a distinctive, 
and distinctively powerful, form of democratic representation. Through 
the politics of popular assembly, I argue, the people aesthetically en-
countered the miracle of democratic initiation, their own world-making 
capacities of collective self-institution. As I paraphrase Robespierre in a 
speech he delivered before the Convention: the people must see them-
selves assembled to feel their power.

Mantena focuses her essay directly on the book’s central theoreti-
cal concept: the democratic sublime, a term that invokes the tension be-
tween democracy’s collective assertion of autonomy and the aesthetic 
experience of such assembly that lies beyond representation or control. 
In the democratic sublime the immanence of the people’s inexhaustible 
power to make the world anew becomes a self-regarding source of sub-
lime awe. Drawing on the richly illuminating examples of non-violent 
civil disobedience in the Civil Rights Movement and the struggle for In-
dian Independence, Mantena identifies a similar concern among its lead-
ers with the “recursively revelatory” dimensions of collective action, in 
which “what came into appearance was a community newly empowered 
and endowed with dignity and purpose” (Mantena, this issue, XX).

But Mantena also presents important differences between the forms 
of popular assembly I focus on in the book, and the key strategies of col-
lective civil disobedience advocated by such figures as Martin Luther King 
and Mahatma Gandhi. Most notably, she emphasizes the role of “purpose-
fully dispersed and negative” (Mantena, this issue, XX) acts of non-violent 
non-cooperation and withdrawal like the Montgomery Bus Boycott of 
1955. From this example of mass abstention, Mantena presses me to rec-
ognize an important conceptual distinction, blurred if not wholly elided 
in the book, between the manifestation of the collective actor “assembled 
and gathered” and the sight of “effective agency,” which may take the 
form of witnessing “the passing of buses emptied of passengers” (Man-
tena, this issue, XX). I engage somewhat obliquely with this problem in 
the Afterword’s attempt to distinguish a theory of democratic appear-
ance from democratic visibility—which takes orientation from Jacques 
Rancière’s theory of disidentification, but builds primarily from Glenn 
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Ligon’s reconfiguration of images from the Nation of Islam’s 1995 Mil-
lion Man March and the parallel event revealingly called the Day of Ab-
sence (wherein Black women not invited to assemble on the National 
Mall were instead called to stay home from work and other public re-
sponsibilities)—but Mantena is right that the general problem of making 
collective agency visible through collective absence rather than assem-
bled presence opens up an intriguing line of inquiry suggested but not 
theoretically elaborated in the book.

Mantena’s second line of questioning also focuses on the relation-
ship between popular assembly and the sublime, but interrogates the 
suggestion that “empowered agency must entail something threatening, 
mysterious, and/or unorganized” (Mantena, this issue, XX). She contrasts 
this with the central emphasis King and Gandhi placed on “disciplined 
organization.” Here I am less persuaded by the critique. My emphasis 
on noninstitutionalized and deauthorized forms of collective action can 
make it seem like unruly disorder and disorganization are constitutive of 
the conception of the democratic sublime, but this is not necessarily the 
case. Indeed, some of the examples I elaborate in most detail—as in Rous-
seau’s silent assemblies of collective absorption and self-regard—center 
on the ritual and formalized dimensions of collective action that Mantena 
highlights. Even the chapter dedicated to the poetics of the barricades 
emphasizes the spontaneous forms of cooperation and organization that 
astounded so many articulate observers of nineteenth-century barricade 
events. Collective silence, restraint, resolve, and forbearance can provide 
vivid exemplifications of the democratic sublime, and work as tangible 
indicators of the inexhaustible collective capacities I emphasize in both 
revolutionary and more settled democratic contexts.

Getachew’s recent work on Marcus Garvey and the Universal Negro 
Improvement Association’s orchestration of public spectacle (2021) also 
thinks through the broadly aesthetic dimensions of democratic politics, 
and the productive mediations through which people come to experience 
themselves as a part of a politically empowered collectivity. As with Man-
tena, Getachew argues that the areas of theoretical attention opened up 
by The Democratic Sublime might be extended beyond the book’s archive 
of examples and, in so doing, pose critical questions to the theoretical 
framing that both shapes and is built from that archive.

Getachew asks for greater specificity in thinking through the ways 
that different forms of popular assembly “enact competing or alterna-
tive conceptions of the democratic sublime” (Getachew, this issue, XX), 
providing alternative iterations of the political education of the senses. I 
think she is right that the book presents different mechanisms of political 
pedagogy through the different forms of popular assembly it examines, 
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but that these differences do not themselves becomes sites of theoretical 
reflection, specification, and elaboration. Relatedly, my focus on differ-
ent instances of productive aesthetic mediation—how individuals come 
to experience themselves as a part of an empowered collectivity—does 
not engage deeply enough with the different mechanisms tied to spe-
cific media discussed in the book and their circulation: novels, memoirs, 
paintings, speeches, broadsides, prints, photographs, etc. The democratic 
sublime opens without fully pursuing this greater specification, as Ge-
tachew notes, and I think her point about conceptualizing the different 
media through which the people both view themselves assembled and 
view themselves being viewed by others identifies a particularly promising 
dynamic to be further investigated. My effort to complicate the actor/
spectator model of the aesthetics of political judgment—presented most 
famously by Kant in his writings on the French Revolution—may have 
seemed to cleave too closely to the alternative Rousseauian aesthetics of 
absorptive collective self-regard, wherein there is an attempt to dissolve 
the line between actor and spectator. That was not my intent. I began the 
project during the winter of 2011, as the Egyptian revolution was inspir-
ing a conflagration of popular revolt against authoritarian leaders in the 
Middle East. The hundreds of thousands of Egyptians that assembled in 
Tahrir Square not only gathered to witness the growing manifestation of 
their own collective power; they set up large screens in the square with 
daily projections of the international news coverage of their struggle in 
its very unfolding. In the popular assembly of Tahrir, the incipient power 
of collective self-regard was woven into a circuitry of watching its own 
emergence watched by the world, nuancing and inflecting this powerful 
iteration of the democratic sublime.

Näsström’s contribution moves beyond possible extensions and con-
ceptual refinements and into a critique of the book’s framing, especially 
its focus on popular sovereignty as the central problem space of modern 
democratic politics—a problem space she describes as a “people trap” in 
her own recent book on democratic theory and the “spirit of emancipa-
tion” (Näsström 2021). Taking orientation from my opening discussion 
of Marx’s 1848, and especially Marx’s worry about the abstract and so-
cially weightless reification of the “cult of the people,” Näsström doubts 
popular sovereignty’s radicalism and urges it be replaced by other more 
reliable (that is, less fraught, open, and contested) foundations for eman-
cipatory politics. The contemporary crisis of democracy—and especially 
the global threat of authoritarian ethnonationalist “populism”—vividly 
animates Näsström’s questions.

Näsström doubts the “radicalism” of the democratic sublime be-
cause it is “indifferent to the social interests” that “lie behind” such 
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conflicting recent manifestations of popular assembly as the jilets gaunes 
in France and the insurgent MAGA attack on the US Capital on January 
6, 2021 (Näsström, this issue, XX). Leaving aside the empirical question of 
whether the social interests that “lie behind” these two movements can 
be so simply contrasted and opposed, or whether it makes sense to iden-
tify social interests wholly independent of their political organization 
and representational deployment, I do think that Näsström’s question 
suggests differing approaches to democracy’s “radicalism.” She seems to 
find it in Left ideological partisanship, whereas I think it points to the 
deeper grammar of democracy’s (absent) foundations that shapes and 
stages—Lefort’s mise en sens and mise en scène—the spaces through which 
these ideological social conflicts are enacted, made legible, and trans-
formed. I do think there is a meaningful distinction between partisanship 
and peoplehood, but it is messy, historically entangled, and contested, 
never politically encountered with abstract purity, which is to say it can’t 
be theoretically “squared” or resolved, in the way Näsström demands.

The question of democracy’s “radicalism,” and our different ap-
proaches to it, also bears on Näsström’s last question. Given the availabil-
ity of an open and forever contested politics of peoplehood—the dynamic 
politics through which people are retrospectively constituted and con-
tested through the competing claims to enact and represent them—how 
can we distinguish democratic from antidemocratic appeals to popular 
authorization on the part of popular assemblies, especially in deeply 
contested contexts beyond legally authorized decision procedures like 
elections? This is an essential and recurring problem of democratic poli-
tics, but I don’t think excavating how and why this problematic emerged 
withing the history of popular sovereignty, nor demonstrating why it 
continues to persist as a problem in our present, leaves us without any 
normative resources for confronting it. We draw on all kinds of norms, 
guidelines, rules, and principles when making such judgments, but it 
need not be the role of democratic theory to provide a formally artic-
ulated and fixed criteria for doing so (which is not to say it can’t help 
us outline the relevant questions). I agree with Mantena that “to simply 
celebrate or dismiss the democratic crowd is to misunderstand modern 
democracy” (Mantena, this issue, XX). It ultimately opens up questions 
about the role of democratic theory—and of the democratic theorist—
in democratic or democratizing contexts. We can’t resolve that question 
here, but I am grateful for the opportunity to reflect further on how The 
Democratic Sublime might point in the direction of one possible answer.

Jason Frank, Cornell University
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