
Bretherton, Christ and the Common Life, frst  cs November 29, 2018 12:10 PM

Christ and the 
Common Life

Political Theology and the Case for Democracy

Luke Bretherton

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company
Grand Rapids, Michigan



Bretherton, Christ and the Common Life, frst  cs November 29, 2018 12:10 PM

vii

Contents

Introduction 1

 1. What Is Political Theology? What Is Politics? 16

Part One: Case Studies in Politi al Theology

 2. Humanitarianism 51

 3. Black Power 82

 4. Pentecostalism 119

 5. Catholic Social Teaching 160

 6. Anglicanism 177

Part Two: Sustaining a Common Life

 7. Communion and Class 201

 8. Secularity, Not Secularism 227

 9. Toleration with Hospitality 258

Part Three: Forming a Common Life

 10. Humanity 211

 11. Economy 323

 12. Sovereignty 359



Bretherton, Christ and the Common Life, frst  cs November 29, 2018 12:10 PM

viii

contents

 13. The People and Populism 400

 14. Democratic Politics 445

Acknowledgments 466
Bibliography 469
Index of Authors 508
Index of Subjects 000



Bretherton, Christ and the Common Life, frst  cs November 29, 2018 12:10 PM

445

CHAPTER  14

Democratic Politics

This chapter picks up on the definition of politics given in the first chap-
ter and makes explicit the vision of democratic politics tacit throughout 
the book. Politics as used here refers to forming, norming, and sustaining 
some kind of common life between friends, strangers, enemies, and the 
friendless amid their ongoing differences and disagreements and as they 
negotiate asymmetries of various kinds of power. Political agency is the 
ability to act with and for others in the determination of the goods, prac-
tices, institutions, and judgments that constitute a common life. Demo-
cratic politics entails the radical extension of who is considered capable 
and worthy of being political agents, aiming as it does to form a common 
life through ensuring that political agency is distributed as widely as possi-
ble. Democratic politics thereby extends politics from being the preserve of 
the few to something undertaken by the many for the good of the whole.1

Like politics as such, democratic politics should neither be collapsed 
into statecraft nor seen as dependent on there being a state. Democratic 
politics can be distinguished from democracy as a mode of statecraft (e.g., 
voting systems, parliamentary forms of government, etc.) even as it is a 
way of determining and disciplining the use of unilateral power. Demo-
cratic politics names a set of practices for generating nonviolent forms of 
relational power and cooperation through various kinds of shared speech 
and action (e.g., community organizing, unions, cooperatives, demonstra-
tions, etc.). Democratic politics in this sense means not just participation in 

1. The rest of the book specifies some of the ways in which democratic politics is 
framed within Christianity. However, I take democratic politics to be a penultimate 
good that can be adopted by and has analogues within a broad range of traditions of 
belief and practice.
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decision making but also the capacity of ordinary people to act collectively 
to reconstitute their common life through shared speech and action. What 
follows in this chapter are reflections on what it means to understand dem-
ocratic politics as the negotiation of a common life rather than as a way of 
structuring government.

A number of presuppositions guide my reflections. The first is that dem-
ocratic politics involves building relationships with people you disagree 
with, don’t like, find scandalous, or even threatening. The second follows on 
from the first and is that if politics is to be democratic, its most basic build-
ing block is the need to listen to others not like oneself. Listening requires 
certain conditions without which it cannot take place. The third is that dem-
ocratic politics builds on the experience and trust that people you disagree 
with and don’t like can show you kindness beyond what you expect or de-
serve; and conversely, that people who share your views can do great harm 
to you, themselves, and others. In short, I assume that democratic politics 
is premised on the recognition that love and sin are political realities.

Beginning from these three presuppositions, I explore the following as 
axiomatic for democratic politics:

• that it depends on forging forms of relational power and cooperation;
• that citizens are not just rights- bearing subjects but are also persons 

enmeshed in forms of communal and place- based relations that pro-
vide sources of meaning, purpose, and a realm of affections that must 
be honored if politics is to be humane and relational power is to be 
sustained;

• that people come before any ideological, bureaucratic, or legal program;
• that politics should be prioritized over procedure;
• that practice comes before theory;
• that institutions and forms of covenantal association, not just individu-

als, are a constituent element of democratic politics; and finally,
• that a precondition for a commitment to a liberal- constitutional order is 

not a commitment to liberalism as a political philosophy but a commit-
ment to democratic politics, and that it is democratic politics rather than 
liberalism that needs prioritizing if the rule of law and a self- limiting 
state are to be sustained.

Before proceeding, let me make clear that when I say practice comes 
before theory, I do not mean “instead of,” “as an alternative to,” “as a sub-
stitute for,” or “rather than.” I am not establishing a dichotomy between 
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theory and practice. It means putting first things first, giving priority to, or 
ordering things rightly. The same goes for other prescriptions set out here, 
such as people before program and politics before procedure.

Politi s Needs Power

Political life always involves questions of power. So we are hopelessly naïve 
if we think that by getting the form, procedure, or theory right, the practice 
can be made good. In theological terms, the organization of power always 
demands attention to sin. An account of sin contends that not only is our 
ability to do the right thing impaired but so is our ability to think rightly 
about what is true, good, and beautiful. In nontheological terms, the op-
erations of dominatory power systemically distort processes of decision 
making and what gets to count as common sense. Any analysis needs to 
face the reality of sinful power relations; that is, how are certain forms of 
knowledge legitimized and others marginalized, to the benefit of some 
and the detriment of others? But the lesson to be learned from taking sin 
seriously as a political reality—whether we draw on Marx, Foucault, or Au-
gustine to develop such an account—is not that all moral claims in politics 
are hypocrisy. The lesson is rather that the first step to a politics that is more 
moral is realizing that we are not. The next step is to take responsibility for 
our sinfulness and establish the representation of other interests and voices 
in the decision- making process. We can thereby constructively address the 
contested nature of knowledge and judgment. But to do so involves having 
the humility to know that despite our expertise or experience, we do not 
possess a monopoly on wisdom.

Addressing the contested nature of knowledge and judgment does not 
of necessity warrant a species of competitive interest group politics in 
which politics becomes a zero- sum game. Neither does it demand a form 
of subcultural micropolitics that eschews all claims to power. Rather, it can 
undergird a common- life democratic politics where, paradoxically, con-
testation helps identify goods in common and the mutual interests they 
fulfill. This conflict involves destabilizing and disrupting the selfish or idol-
atrous interests of the one, the few, or the many to identify genuine goods 
in common. This process of contestation is as needed for the negotiation 
of pension remuneration rates in a company, the distribution of resources 
in a school, or the priorities in mission and ministry of a church as it is for 
tax policy in central government.
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To open spaces for democratic politics and avoid abstract analysis of 
power, we need to focus on how people can act together to make life better. 
Without attention to concrete issues and the ways people act in concert and 
form a common life through public practices of speech and action, we have 
little to say other than wolves eat sheep, power corrupts, and the strong tri-
umph over the weak. Moreover, to merely critique power in the abstract, or 
make critique an end in itself, results in ever- diminishing returns. Critique 
is no substitute for a constructive and imaginative alternative. And while 
oppressive uses of power are pervasive, not all power is bad.

Through acting in concert, the weak can resist the unilateral actions of 
money power and state power to establish goods in common on which the 
flourishing of everyone depends. The early labor, civil rights, women’s, 
and environmental movements are all examples of such relational power 
in action. The pursuit of goods in common—better working conditions 
or cleaner air—is the basis of a genuinely public political life as against a 
practice of politics as based on the individual pursuit of private interests. 
As Hannah Arendt puts it: “The political realm rises directly out of acting 
together, the ‘sharing of words and deeds.’ Thus, action not only has the 
most intimate relationship to the public part of the world common to us all 
but is the one activity which constitutes it.”2 Overly deterministic accounts 
of unilateral power, or the domination of structural forces such as capital-
ism, can be antipolitical. They do not allow for the reality of the kinds of 
agency constituted by relational power and wily wisdom and which in turn 
can form the basis of a more just and compassionate common life. David 
(possessor of dexterity, sureness of eye, and sharp- wittedness) can beat 
Goliath (possessor of overwhelming force).

In democratic politics, building power takes four interrelated forms: 
organized knowledge, organized money, organized people, and organized 
action. The first generates the frameworks of analysis and understanding 
through which to renarrate and reimagine the world, destabilizing the dom-
inant scripts and ideas that legitimate oppression. It entails informal, self- 
organized forms of “popular education” that aim to help those involved to 
discern and describe their political, economic, and social conditions, help-
ing them move toward alternative ways of understanding themselves and 
their situation. Crucial to this process of discernment is enabling people to 
reflect on their conditions through broader frameworks of interpretation. 

2. Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1998 [1958]), 198.
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Such “consciousness raising” is vital for generating an alternative com-
munity of interpretation, one with the epistemic agency to undertake the 
identification and analysis of an issue and thence to develop a strategy by 
which to articulate a position or set of demands (an “ask”) and act together.

The second form, organized money, is shorthand for generating the 
material and economic resources and conditions to act independently from 
the state, one’s employer, or the patronage of elites. The third—organized 
people—builds the relational ties, networks, trust, affective registers, and 
cooperation that sustain relational power over time. Such ties and networks 
are necessary to generate movement from the world as it is to a more just 
and compassionate one. One strand of such work is place- based (e.g., com-
munity organizing, community development, burial societies, neighbor-
hood associations), and the other is work- based forms of economic de-
mocracy (e.g., cooperatives and unions). And in the contemporary context, 
online forms of mobilizing alongside on- the- ground forms of organizing 
contribute to this work.

The fourth—organized action—entails two things, either separately or 
combined. First, it is action that symbolically and physically contests op-
pressive, corrupt, or unresponsive structures, groups, and practices. This 
contestation aims at delegitimizing existing arrangements through various 
kinds of direct action: marches, demonstrations, occupations, assemblies, 
boycotts, and the like. Second, it is the formation of practices and institu-
tional arrangements that prefiguratively embody and exemplify the change 
that is sought.

Some combination of organized knowledge, money, people, and ac-
tion is the engine of democratic politics. How they are combined and per-
formed depends in part on the context but also on how what it means to 
be a good democratic citizen is imagined and narrated.

Congregation and Demos

Democratic politics builds on the contention that the best way to prevent 
the subordination of human flourishing and mutually responsible social 
relationships to commodification by capitalism or instrumentalization by 
the state is not law or some other procedure but through power born out 
of associating for common action. To build and sustain relational power 
and forms of democratic organizing take discipline and loyalty. Loyalty or 
faithfulness is vital both to developing any kind of common life and to the 
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shared action necessary for dismantling corrupt or oppressive structures. 
Faithfulness denotes reliability, commitment, and trustworthiness. With-
out it, promises are broken, relations of trust dissolve, and so the ability to 
deliberate and act together and the long- term reciprocal relations needed 
to sustain relational power evaporate.3

Faithfulness, by definition, is orientated to the specific. We cannot keep 
faith with everyone all at once in every place. We can only be faithful to 
these people, in this place, at this time. To modern cosmopolitan ears, 
faithfulness provokes a scandal of particularity: it demands boundaries 
and limits. However, faithfulness and the solidarity it generates are vital 
if democratic politics is to hold in check or change the overconcentration 
of either economic or political power and the monopolization of resources 
by a narrow range of interests.

In the American and British contexts, forms of popular, local self- 
organization and common action emerged within such movements as 
the abolitionist movement, the Chartists, the suffragists, the temperance 
movement, and the civil rights movement. These were aligned and had 
a symbiotic relationship with popular religion. A good example is the 
nineteenth- century Populists discussed in chapter 13, whose critique of 
monopolistic forms of power combined with the language of the Methodist 
camp meetings and Baptist revivals to generate a powerful rhetoric with 
which to challenge the status quo. What these movements represent, and 
what they offer democratic politics, is the assertion of the priority of cov-
enantal forms of social relationships—and the loyalty and solidarity such 
relations generate. By prioritizing society over state or market, covenantal 
forms of association are vital to upholding common values and a common 
life over and against their instrumentalization, commodification, or de-
struction through state- driven and economic processes.

3. There is a complex interplay between faithfulness and critique in any movement 
for social and political change. True faith can, paradoxically, entail what appears like 
treachery, while what is claimed as faithful action can be hypocrisy or constitute the be-
trayal of the purpose and meaning of a movement. It is a theme explored in the Gospels 
where Jesus, who fulfills the law and the prophets, is seen by many as a traitor, while the 
pharisaical upholders of the law are really whitewashed sepulchers. On the centrality of 
this tension in feminist, queer, antiracist, and other communities of resistance, see Lisa 
Tessman, Burdened Virtues: Virtue Ethics for Liberatory Struggles (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2005), 133–57. Echoing notions of a “loyal opposition,” Tessman calls for loyal 
critics, contrasting such a stance over and against both a deconstructive hermeneutics 
of suspicion and unquestioning devotion to a cause.
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As noted in the previous chapter, the congregation and the demos echo 
each other, and even though they serve different ends, there can be a mu-
tually disciplining, critically constructive relationship between them. The 
goal of this relationship should be ensuring that when it comes to earthly 
politics, the proper object of democratic piety is neither the state nor some 
abstract notion of a nation or humanity, but the shared work of forging 
and sustaining a just and loving common life. To that end, the deepest gift 
the church offers democratic politics is that it witnesses to a horizon of 
reference beyond politics and economics, thereby pointing to how political 
economy neither exhausts nor defines human fulfillment.

Gathering for worship offers a moment of contemplation of that which 
lies beyond the immediate needs and demands of forming and sustaining 
a common life here and now. In doing so, the church insists that in the last 
analysis not everything is reducible to either politics or economics. Fail-
ure to abide by this truth means that a political economy ceases to serve 
human flourishing. Instead, it becomes an idol that humans are forced to 
serve. The consequence of such idolatry is that the fabric of what makes 
up a human life is quickly shredded and distorted. The church, by being 
the church, holds open times and spaces for wonder, prayer, rest, festivity, 
and play, all of which regenerate the human spirit and embody the reality 
that humans do not live by bread alone. The church also keeps open the 
need we have for asking questions about the meaning and purpose of life, 
and thence the meaning and purpose of politics and economics. That said, 
such contemplation cannot be the sum total and focus of life. At some level, 
we must engage in politics if we are to find ways of surviving and thriving 
by forming and sustaining a common life with and for others. The pursuit 
of rest, play, worship, and wonder to the exclusion of politics denies the 
conditions that make them possible. But politics pursued to the exclusion 
of rest, play, and contemplation, or the dismissal of such activities as noth-
ing more than a reproduction of unilateral power and unjust hierarchies, 
makes for an intolerable and inhuman life. In the relationship between 
Christianity and democracy, the tension between worship and politics is 
an irresolvable but necessary one for the health and integrity of each. To 
focus on one to the exclusion of the other, or to collapse one into the other, 
is to lose both.
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Community and Citizenship

Democratic politics requires, and is a way through which to gain, the expe-
rience to make and respond appropriately to authoritative judgments about 
what to do and how to do it (i.e., ruling and being ruled). As Tocqueville 
notes: “It is, indeed, difficult to imagine how men who have completely 
given up the habit of self- government could successfully choose those who 
should do it for them, and no one will be convinced that a liberal, energetic, 
and prudent government can ever emerge from the voting of a nation of 
servants.”4

The ways we gain the experience of ruling and being ruled is through 
forms of semi- independent, self- organized practices of cooperative asso-
ciation like running schools or being involved in vocational, professional, 
and craft production; or in congregations, mutual aid societies, and the 
like. However, while such experience of self- rule is a necessary condition, 
it is not a sufficient one to make wise citizens capable of just, compassion-
ate, and, when necessary, radical political judgments. The mere fact of 
associating does not determine whether a group will be civil or uncivil, 
democratic or antidemocratic. The crucial factor is whether an association 
is prepared to contribute to building a common life and communicating 
with others to build it. This is the key to determining whether it is demo-
cratic or not.

The experience and ability of common work between different associ-
ations and their particular interests and visions of the good are vital for a 
genuinely democratic politics. Herein lies the vocation of a political party. 
The point of a political party is not just to provide experience and training 
in ruling and being ruled, but it is also to mediate relationships between dif-
ferent forms of association and interests in the pursuit of goods in common. 
Without this kind of cross- institutional experience, institutions are vulner-
able to being co- opted by the state, reconfigured within the processes of 
capitalism (and thereby becoming commodified), or turned against each 
other in competitive and intercommunal rivalry. To thrive, democratic 
politics requires practices that enable us to pursue a common life between 
multiple loyalties, while at the same time honoring our noncivic, familial, 
communal, and institutional loyalties as having worth and value.

4. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. Gerald Evan (London: Pen-
guin, 2003), 808 (4.6).
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People before Program

If we are to attend to the lived experiences and practices through which 
people build power and negotiate a common life, then we must put people 
before program. Rather than begin with an abstract theory, ideology, or 
principle, democratic politics—to be democratic—contends that politics 
begins with what people are already doing, where they already gather to 
build relationship with each other, and what they hold dear. Rather than 
begin with a prior solution or policy (e.g., marketization, nationalization), 
programs should derive from listening to the people who will be most af-
fected by a decision. Listening to people is the necessary prelude to making 
wise judgments about what to do now, with these people, in this place.

To truly listen necessitates taking seriously who is before us and at-
tending to the situation. Against the ideologically driven, often paranoid 
politics of the extreme right and left, and their polarizing rivalries, political 
action born out of listening acts in trust that others not like me might have 
something to teach me. In short, it demands the humility to recognize that, 
whatever the justice of my cause or coherence of my program, I could be 
wrong, and I don’t know all there is to know about how to live well.

A condition of truly hearing is the ability of those speaking to talk freely 
if they are to speak truthfully. Free speech, in the sense of the freedom to 
speak our mind, is therefore the complement to the need to listen. Such 
speech can take the form of passionate cries, stirring lament, polemic, im-
patient invective, and angry speeches, all of which are often vital forms 
of democratic communication. This is true particularly when agitating 
those who hold concentrated power or who are acting oppressively but 
who refuse to listen. Voicing and enacting (in marches, sit- ins, etc.) what 
we grieve for or what we are angry about is crucial for generating change. 
From the Hebrew prophets and Psalms onward, personal lament, anger, 
and grief birth public speech and action that contest an unjust status quo. 
However, while prophetic jeremiads can be powerful, they suffer from the 
law of diminishing returns, especially if they are the only form of public 
speech deployed. Moreover, to be sustained, both listening and free speech 
require anchoring in a shared commitment to the formation of a common 
life in which the thriving of all is the aim. So while there is a responsibility to 
listen, and thereby not merely tolerate but honor dissent as a part of dem-
ocratic politics, dissent itself has responsibilities. One is to communicate 
in a way that can be heard. Yelling denunciations at those with whom we 
disagree provides invigorating compensations to the ones shouting, but 
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screaming rarely produces understanding, let alone change. And no one 
is under any obligation to listen to vitriolic, ad hominem, libelous slurs, a 
contemporary example of which is online trolling.

If the dance of politics is a dance of both conflict and conciliation, there 
is a prudential judgment to be made as to whether free speech requires 
frank or fitting speech. Frank or direct speech tells it how it is without 
concern for others. The end in view is authenticity, candor, and sincerity 
of expression. The speeches of Malcolm X are a paradigm of someone 
who spoke truthfully in a candid and direct way. But speaking freely and 
truthfully also includes fitting speech, that is, conscientious and measured 
speech. Here the end in view is fairness and fittingness. The rhetoric of 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is an example of this kind of free and truthful 
speech. The former flouts social convention, provokes, and tells it how it 
is regardless of how others react; the latter tends to work with the grain of 
social convention and seeks to be proportionate and judicious so that oth-
ers may hear and respond appropriately. The call for more fitting speech 
is not always a curtailment of free speech. It can be what truthful speech 
requires at this juncture to achieve a more just and compassionate com-
mon life.

The giving and receiving of free speech, whether frank or fitting, is a vi-
tal component of what Aquinas, following Aristotle, called euboulia, mean-
ing good or right counsel leading to sound judgment. Being euboulos in-
volves the ability to deliberate well about what truly benefits either oneself 
or one’s community as well the ability to recognize and receive good advice 
from others, even those you disagree with or who oppose you. As a virtue, 
euboulia entails being able to consider different options and viewpoints 
empathetically. There is a symbiotic link between democratic deliberation, 
giving and receiving advice, and coming to make wise judgments. A par-
liamentary system, which allows for fierce debate and cooperation across 
party lines, institutionalizes the pursuit of euboulia. Building on its classical 
usage, the deliberative process of coming to judgment, if it is to be demo-
cratic, entails a complex interplay between the need to listen equally to ev-
eryone affected by a decision, especially the poor and vulnerable (isegoria); 
the freedom to speak freely and truthfully (parrhēsia)—whether frankly or 
fittingly; and the need for coherent arguments (logos). Too often demands 
for rational, evidence- based arguments ignore the material conditions of 
speech and the way social hierarchies inhibit some and enable others in 
speaking while at the same time legitimizing certain kinds of speech over 
others. For those without control of state or market processes, some com-
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bination of organized knowledge, money, people, and action is the way to 
secure equal standing, be able to speak freely, and develop arguments for 
a cogent, logical, well- grounded position. Conversely, in the fierce urgency 
of now, the clamor for much- needed and profound change can sweep away 
commitments to seeking good counsel through listening to and speaking 
with others. But all will be ill- served—especially the most vulnerable—if, 
amid rallying calls to act and a desire to speak truth to power, we do not 
also cultivate the ability to deliberate well, especially with those we find 
objectionable or with whom we disagree.

Politi s before Pro edure

Listening is a condition of any moderately peaceable order, one derived 
from the pursuit of goods in common and not from the exclusion or op-
pression of others, particularly the friendless. Democratic government, as 
that which entails self- restraint and the conciliation of different interests, is 
not the only way to provide order. Tyranny, oligarchy, plutocracy, totalitar-
ianism, and democratic despotism are more common ways to rule. These 
impose order by subverting or repressing all interests under the interest 
of the one, the few, or the mob. But, as should be clear, the understand-
ing of democratic politics envisaged here is very different from that which 
equates democracy with legislation and bureaucratic administration (i.e., 
statecraft). Such state- centric and proceduralist approaches restrict dem-
ocratic politics to pressure upon and action by state agencies rather than 
the negotiation of a common life between multiple actors of which the 
state is but one player. By contrast, the vision of democratic politics advo-
cated here holds that if a group is directly contributing to the common work 
of defending, tending, and creating the commonweal, then they deserve 
recognition and respect as a vital part and colaborer within the broader 
body politic—whether they have formal legal status or not. Paradoxically, 
it is the very emphasis on participation and contribution to the building 
up of a common life that allows for a greater plurality and affirmation of 
distinct identities and traditions, as each can play a part in this common 
work. This common- life framework is distinct from either identity poli-
tics or multicultural approaches because recognition and respect are not 
given simply by dint of having a different culture or identity; recognition 
is conditional upon contributing to and participation in shared, recipro-
cal, common work. That said, the struggle is often to gain the respect and 
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recognition for the contribution already being made but currently being 
denied, demeaned, or exploited.

If the status of the citizen is not to become absorbed into that of the 
producer, consumer, debtor, or volunteer, then what political philosopher 
Sheldon Wolin calls “politicalness” needs to be recovered. Politicalness 
is the “capacity for developing into beings who know and value what it 
means to participate in and be responsible for the care and improvement 
of our common and collective life.”5 In Wolin’s analysis, the recovery of 
politicalness depends in part on local patterns of association born out of 
covenantal and cooperative institutions and what he calls “archaic,” and in 
many cases very “conservative,” traditions such as Christianity, Judaism, 
and Islam. These provide the means for the re- creation of political experi-
ence and the extension to a wider circle the benefits of social cooperation 
and achievements made possible by previous generations.6

The procedural state rarely sees and acts democratically, for to do so 
goes against central features of its structure. The state cannot take account 
of affections, meaningful relationships, or a sense of belonging. These are 
irrelevant to the operations of “neutral” procedures and cost- benefit cal-
culations. Given how state actors have to proceed, moral claims are often 
treated as externalities to judgments about policy. They are simply not 
relevant to the rational administrator. Decisions about allocation of school 
resources and which schools to keep open are a good example. In 2013 
the Chicago Public Schools closed down forty- nine schools in poor, black 
neighborhoods.7 The argument was that too few children attended the 

5. Sheldon Wolin, The Presence of the Past: Essays on the State and the Constitution 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989), 139.

6. In parallel to a point made in chapter 13 in dialogue with Ada María Isasi- Díaz’s 
emphasis on the quotidian, Craig Calhoun clarifies the sociological relationship between 
“archaic” traditions and the rejuvenation of a “radical” politics that challenges the sta-
tus quo. Against Marx, Weber, and most other modern social theory, he contends that 
there is no inherent incompatibility between tradition and rationality and that political 
thinkers from left and right have failed to understand the “paradoxical conservatism” 
in revolution and the radicalism of tradition. He argues that traditional modes of asso-
ciation provide the social foundations and means of organization for widespread pop-
ular mobilizations and that traditional values, particularly when threatened by rapid 
change and modern capitalist- dominated social formations, provide the rationality for 
legitimating radical political action that opposes elite centers of power. Craig Calhoun, 
The Roots of Radicalism: Tradition, the Public Sphere, and Early Nineteenth- Century Social 
Movements (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012).

7. Noreen S. Ahmed- Ullah, John Chase, and Bob Secter, “CPS Approves Largest School 
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schools, so it was inefficient to keep them open. Deemed irrelevant was 
the fact that the schools were one of the few remaining institutions in a 
deprived area and that they generated a range of intangible but vital civic 
and social goods; also deemed irrelevant was the fabric of affections and 
histories that circulated through these schools. The closing of the schools 
was primarily a bureaucratic judgment deaf to notions of loyalty, trust, 
reciprocity, history, and thence meaningful human relationships. These 
concerns fall completely outside the purview of the procedural, admin-
istrative state that makes judgments based on a utilitarian, economistic 
calculus that leaves little scope for discretion. The modern state manages 
and administers people as biology and cannot see or hear their biogra-
phies—something its social democratic and liberal advocates often fail 
to notice.

Listening to someone’s biography rather than treating that person as 
merely an assemblage of biological needs enables genuine dispute and 
deliberation about what is the shared good in this place for these people at 
this time. Common goods discerned through a process of relational listen-
ing are neither the aggregation of individual self- interests nor the defense 
of vested interests, but goods in which the flourishing of each is dependent 
on the flourishing of all. The pursuit of common goods requires political 
judgment rather than letting a market mechanism or some technocratic, 
utilitarian procedure determine the good by a system of aggregation.8 Such 
proceduralism constitutes a refusal to make political judgments.

While we can only discover goods in common through listening to oth-
ers, listening is easily neglected or disparaged. Alongside ignoring listening 
by narrowing decisions to utilitarian, economistic calculations, it can be 
overridden by the desire to make reality fit a theory or ideology, the treat-
ment of politics as a zero- sum game in which compromise or changing 
one’s mind is seen as treason, or the refusal of a common world of mean-

Closure in Chicago’s History,” Chicago Tribune, May 23, 2013, http://articles .chicago  
tribune .com/2013-05-23/news/chi- chicago- school- closings-20130522_1 _chicago 
- teachers- union- byrd - bennett- one- high- school- program. This example is discussed 
in Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical 
Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 203–4.

8. For a pithy critique of technocratic ways of running institutions and developing 
policy that, at the same time, articulates a vision of democratic organizing within insti-
tutions, see Harry Boyte, Civic Agency and the Cult of the Expert (New York: Kettering 
Foundation, 2009), https://www.kettering.org/catalog/product/civic - agency - and - cult 
- expert.
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ing and action by absolutizing friend- enemy relations. All such refusals to 
listen are antidemocratic.

Pra ti e before Theory

Overly technocratic, theoretical, or ideologically driven accounts of pol-
itics fail to reckon with the nature of politics itself. As noted in chapter 1, 
politics is about action in time, and as such it involves questions of power 
(the ability to act), historicity (the time- sensitive and contingent nature 
of action), and wily wisdom (the local knowledge, strategic analysis, and 
practical skills necessary to respond appropriately to a constantly changing 
and ambiguous environment). The ideal ruler is not the philosopher king, 
but the ship’s captain who can safely navigate difficult waters using craft 
and quick- wittedness.9 The unpredictable and unstable nature of political 
life directs attention away from universal principles and general patterns 
toward particular contexts and historical settings.10 There is a need to act 
in a way appropriate to the time/kairos, and hence the need for judgments 
about what is best for these people, in this place, at this time. As action in 
time, politics requires a means of judging how to put people, place, and 
history before any theory or program. Practical reason (phronēsis/mētis) is 
that means. I contend that in democratic politics, practical reason comes 
before theoretical reason.

Democratic politics sits at the intersection of our strategies for control 
and the recognition of our vulnerability and finitude. As a form of action 
in time, it involves making judgments about when, where, how, and with 
whom to act in a given situation, without knowing all the details or being 
sure of the outcomes. As Machiavelli teaches us, politics is a risk in which 
those acting make themselves vulnerable to fortune’s wheel—that is, they 
act without the ability to see or control future events and outcomes.11 To 
negotiate a common life between competing interests and visions of the 
good, with limited and imperfect knowledge, under conditions of finitude, 

9. This was a frequent metaphor in classical political philosophy.
10. To recognize the unpredictable nature of political life is not to assert that it is a 

realm of total chaos. It is simply to recognize that political judgments address modes 
of action different from those of the chemist or engineer, and no amount of “evidence- 
based policy” can circumvent this.

11. Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Peter Constantine (New York: Modern 
Library, 2008), 116.
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means that every action involves giving up other possible actions and out-
comes. In this respect, technocratic forms of statecraft are antidemocratic: 
in an effort to circumvent vulnerability, loss, and contingency, they refuse 
to negotiate a common life by attempting to predetermine what is to be 
done through a program or procedure. Loss, vulnerability, and lack of 
control are central to the experience of acting democratically with and for 
others.12 But, as should already be clear, such loss and risk demand that 
we view living in time and the experience of flux, change, contingency, 
and transition not as enemies to be defeated but as constitutive of being 
finite and frail creatures who need others to live. Democratic politics is a 
way of embracing finitude and frailty as constitutive of a just and merciful 
common life.

What is often missing in modern accounts of politics is an account of 
how, given our finitude and frailty, we may learn to make appropriate and 
contingent political judgments based on practical reason. Instead, politics 
either is concerned about the application of universally valid principles or is 
reduced to legal, commercial, or bureaucratic considerations. By contrast, 
democratic politics—if it is truly attentive to human finitude and frailty—
does not work from first principles but reflects on already established prac-
tices, traditions, and customs, that is, the ways people have found for living 
and working together over time and through which they generate a sense 
of meaning and purpose. Accusations that such an approach is conserva-
tive ignore how such “conservatism” often generates radical proposals. 
It is worth remembering that numerous popular revolts and revolutions 
began among conservative, rural peasants. Against modern denunciations 
of tradition as inherently reactionary and the enemy of an emancipatory 
politics, democratic politics must take seriously the ties that bind us to 
our sense of place, our forebears, and the world we inherited. Rather than 
acts of revolutionary self- assertion (and their totalitarian debacle), it takes 
seriously those who appealed to and upheld common laws, common lands, 
and a common life as a basis for liberty and rights. Moreover, it contends 
that it is not a degree from Oxford or Harvard or work experience in a think 
tank that equips you to make prudent and, when necessary, radical political 
judgments. It is an apprenticeship in practices that enable you to learn the 

12. The embrace of vulnerability and thence the contingency of political order does 
not necessarily imply inevitable entropy. The contrast here is with Plato, who saw all 
forms of political order as inevitably degenerating, so that, for example, aristocracy 
degenerates into timocracy.
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craft of politics and thence make fitting judgments. This apprenticeship 
occurs in forms of self- organized institutions and mutual associations such 
as unions, churches, residents’ associations, small businesses, and disabil-
ity support groups.

Institutions and Individuals

Listening requires active involvement and commitment to a particular 
place, because it takes time and personal presence to build trusting and 
cooperative relationships. Hence, there is the vexed question of the rela-
tionship between incessant, large- scale migration and the ability to sus-
tain the kinds of place- based, mutual, and faithful relationships on which 
democratic politics depends. This is a question that is both masked and 
exacerbated by making politics solely about individuals and their free-
doms, thereby ignoring the related issue of how to sustain institutions and 
their practices of association. Given the disaggregating churn of economic 
globalization, place- based, anchor institutions (schools, universities, lo-
cally owned businesses, churches, soccer clubs, hospitals, etc.) become 
increasingly important. For institutions are key to generating a listening, 
place- based politics of a common life, rather than the individual, who is 
often mobile and insecure. Within anchor institutions, a mobile population 
congregates, however temporarily. For example, diverse kinds of students 
gathered in high schools can be the basis for a movement calling for gun 
reform. The negotiation of a common life between such institutions—that 
is, between gathered people and not just between individuals—allows for a 
listening, place- based politics to emerge. But institutions are fragile things 
that need tending in particular ways. They are not mere instruments but 
have internal goods that need cultivating if they are to be places of human 
flourishing.

Within contemporary institutions—for example, a university—what 
is under threat is the notion that there is a common good that requires 
pursuing if the institution is to flourish. Much policy and practice of 
universities reflect a view that the institution itself is not an arena of 
common life in which the individual good of each participant (whether 
student, faculty, or administrator) is dependent on the prior and orga-
nizing good of education. Nor is the institution viewed as having a duty 
of care and active interest in building up the common life of its location. 
Rather, universities are often subject to instrumentalizing logics of the 
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state and education itself is seen as a commodity. The aggregation of 
individual interests determines what is taught (in which case there is no 
such thing as education as a substantive good, only individual choices 
and careers that make use of the university for a time); and universities 
are run according to the dominant interest of either managers, faculty, 
or students (understood as clients or customers) rather than as a nego-
tiation of a common life between different groups that share a mutual 
interest in the pursuit of their good in common—education. The absence 
of any notion of the common good of education leaves a vacuum, ren-
dering incoherent attempts to promote the virtues, disciplines, and stan-
dards of excellence required to fulfill this good. The result is that forms 
of market, legal, and bureaucratic proceduralism replace trust, loyalty, 
and reciprocity as ways of organizing the institution. The same process 
occurs in the hospitals, schools, sports clubs, libraries, and other insti-
tutions that shape and structure our common life and through which we 
learn the craft of politics.

Nonpecuniary institutions and forms of mutual association (i.e., those 
not wholly subject to logics of instrumentalization or commodification) are 
vital for creating spaces amid political, economic, social, and technological 
pressures that militate against developing such relationships. These insti-
tutions represent a legal, organizational, financial, and physical place to 
stand. For example, congregations can represent institutions of this kind 
and are places constituted by gathered and organized people who do not 
come together primarily for either commercial or state- directed transac-
tions. Instead, they form institutions through which to worship God and 
care for each other. Without such institutions, there are few real places 
through which to resist the processes of commodification by the market 
and the processes of instrumentalization—and sometimes brutal repres-
sion—by the state. In short, if we have nowhere to sit together free from 
governmental or commercial imperatives, we have no shared spaces in 
which to take the time to listen to each other, develop mutual trust, and 
learn ways and means of cooperating. That said, building or strengthen-
ing such institutions, and the forms of mutual association they embody, is 
extremely difficult, and there is a constant need to innovate and imagine 
new kinds of institutional and associational life. Nevertheless, if enduring 
structural change is to occur, there is a need to reconfigure existing insti-
tutions or create new ones, for institutions are a means of solving shared 
problems, and thus pursuing, fulfilling, and ordering the goods necessary 
to sustain a common life across generations.
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Demo rati  Politi s Pre edes a Liberal Constitutional Order

The account of democratic politics developed here is distinct from a lib-
eral constitutional order, that is, a commitment to the rule of law and a self- 
limiting state. A liberal legal- constitutional order guarantees certain positive 
and negative liberties and equality before the law. It also sets out various pro-
cedures and institutions, such as a legal system and judiciary, for buttressing 
these liberties. These freedoms—which, against most current thinking, do 
not, of necessity, have to be conceptualized in terms of human rights—in-
clude positive freedoms such as freedom of worship, freedom of assembly, 
and freedom of speech, and negative freedoms, such as freedom from tor-
ture, from inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; freedom from 
slavery; and freedom from arbitrary arrest and wrongful detention or exile. 
In short, a liberal legal- constitutional order sets a boundary within which 
democratic politics can take place. For Hannah Arendt, these rights or free-
doms are not natural or self- evident. Rather, they are conventions or forms 
of human agreement forged through common action over time. Building on 
Arendt, I contend that while a liberal constitutional order seeks to guarantee 
a basic set of freedoms, these cannot exist without the politics to forge and 
actualize them. And such a politics can only occur within specific kinds of 
place- based and time- intensive relationships. That said, while democratic 
politics as defined here is not dependent on and precedes the existence of 
a liberal constitutional order, such an order does provide an environment 
which more easily sustains democratic politics over time.

There are many ways to give an account of the foundations of a liberal 
polity, which itself is compatible with a variety of forms of rule, including a 
constitutional monarchy. One justification derives from Scripture. A tenet 
of Scripture is the claim that human political orders should be determined 
not by the personal fiat of a single ruler or by an oligarchy. Rather, they 
should be determined in the first instance by law and “covenant” (that is 
to say, committed, faithful, mutually responsible social relationships ori-
entated toward fulfilling a shared vision of the good). Justifications for a 
liberal constitutional order vary, but what such an order provides is the 
space for politics. Where a liberal understanding of the place of law and the 
state becomes unworkable and self- destructive is in the attempt to expand 
the liberal constitutional- legal order through various forms of procedural-
ism so that it functions as a substitute for and overrides concrete social and 
political relationships. In effect, instead of defining the space of politics, it 
seeks to become a substitute for politics.
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To the extent that it is a movement beyond a commitment to a legal- 
constitutional space for politics and prioritizes procedure over politics, lib-
eralism represents the attempt to eliminate frailty, historical contingency, 
and creatureliness from political life.13 Thus, while democratic politics 
leads to and flourishes best within a liberal constitutional order, a commit-
ment to democracy does not necessitate a commitment to liberalism as a 
political philosophy. Whether grounded in some account of natural rights 
or creation order or social contract, the freedoms that a legal- constitutional 
order guarantees are in practice civil and political freedoms. They have to be 
reappropriated and fulfilled through shared political action. But we should 
be in no doubt that, while they do not replace or stand in for a common life, 
these freedoms are precious and to be cherished more than gold. They are 
a hard- won inheritance that can be easily squandered or crumble through 
neglect. And democratic politics is the way to tend and hand them on.

Con lusion

As stipulated here, democratic politics serves three interrelated roles. First, 
it is protective, securing space for the development of different kinds of 
association and their respective forms of faithfulness or loyalty and the 
moral visions they embody. Second, it is integrative, enabling the form-
ing, norming, and sustaining of a common life and the pursuit of shared 
goods between rival or estranged interests and conflicting visions of the 
good. And lastly, it is transformative, generating resources for the critique, 
accountability, and reconfiguration of an existing status quo. In keeping 
with this last point, democratic politics incorporates practices of dissent, 
protest, and lament but cannot be reduced to them. The price of meaning-
ful protest is a creative and viable alternative. Likewise, democratic politics 
may begin with resistance, but it cannot be defined as resistance. It seeks 
not only to mourn and contest the excesses of state, market, and communal 
overdetermination but also to reconfigure social, political, and economic 
relations through generating the imagination and energy for, and move-
ment toward, a more just and compassionate common life.

13. I am drawing here on Sheldon Wolin’s argument that liberalism represents an 
attempt to replace politics with procedure. For Wolin, an “adequate political logic 
must be framed to cope with contraries and dissymmetries arising out of a mobile and 
conflict- laden situation” (Politics and Vision: Continuity and Innovation in Western Polit-
ical Thought (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), 60.
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The account of democracy given here must be situated within the 
broader vision articulated throughout this book. This vision can be briefly 
summarized as the need for a democratized economy, in a confederal pol-
ity, with a pluralistic common life politics, undergirded by a moral com-
mitment to generating forms of shared flourishing that are ecologically 
attuned. To be sustained, any attempt to ensure that market and state pro-
cesses serve human and ecological flourishing requires the kind of com-
mon life, pluralistic, democratic politics outlined here. The participatory 
and agitational practices of democratic politics are a way to ensure that 
those who possess the levers of unilateral power, whether in the state or in 
the market, are held accountable, while at the same time ensuring that the 
means of accountability embody the change that is sought.

Intrinsic to democratic politics is the recognition that humans have mul-
tiple loyalties and vocations, some of which direct them to seek fulfillment 
beyond the limits of political and economic life. Religious commitments 
are but one example of such a vocation. In turn, these loyalties and voca-
tions are vital for nourishing democratic politics. If democracy is to avoid 
slipping into either some form of legal, bureaucratic, or ideological pro-
ceduralism that treats humans as means to an end, or a majoritarianism 
that treats either minorities or the friendless as enemies, it requires people 
formed in a variety of virtues, with a moral vision committed to learning 
from and living with others not like themselves. And if the demands and 
exigencies of political and economic life are not to dominate everything 
we do and say then democracy needs people with the capacity to rest and 
play, as well as ponder questions about the meaning and purpose of life. In 
short, any kind of politics, even democratic politics, becomes pitiless if it 
fails to cultivate virtue, moral vision, and denies the human need for rest, 
play, and contemplation. Conversely, the pursuit of virtue, moral vision, 
and rest, play, and contemplation without any broader conception and en-
gagement in democratic politics is pitiful, as it has no means to protect and 
pursue the very relationships and activities it loves and values most in the 
face of either their instrumentalization, commodification, or repression. 
Democratic politics thus conceived is a work of love. Absent love and it 
does not work.
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Suggested Readings for Further Dis ussion

Jane Addams, Democracy and Social Ethics: An Introduction (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Illinois Press, 2001 [1902]). See sections headed “Charitable 
Effort,” “Filial Relations,” “Industrial Amelioration,” and “Political 
Reform.” Addams sits at the intersection of American pragmatism and 
the Social Gospel. In this book she develops an account of democracy 
as based on the sympathetic knowledge of others and the importance 
of reciprocity as a democratic virtue.

Reinhold Niebuhr, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness: A Vin-
dication of Democracy and a Critique of Its Traditional Defenders (London: 
Nisbet, 1945). This is a classic defense of democracy as the best mode 
of statecraft for determining the form of political order.

Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail” (1963). A classic de-
fense of direct action and an agitational democratic politics as a means 
of change.

Bayard Rustin, “From Protest to Politics,” in To Redeem a Nation: A History 
and Anthology of the Civil Rights Movement, ed. Thomas R. West (New 
York: Brandywine, 1993), 232–35. Also available online from various 
sources. Rustin worked closely with King, and in this text he highlights 
the importance of thinking politically and how this is more than engag-
ing in protest and direct action.

Bernard Crick, In Defence of Politics, 5th ed. (London: Bloomsbury, 2005), 
chaps. 1 and 7. Much used by community organizers, this book articu-
lates a nonstate- centric vision of politics and why it matters. As a polit-
ical theorist, Crick was involved in party politics and helped establish 
civic education in public education in Great Britain.

Temma Kaplan, Democracy: A World History (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2015). Provides a short overview of the development of demo-
cratic movements from the ancient to the modern world.


