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1 . Displacements of politics and democratic deficits

1.1 Introduction
The controversy over dams on the Narmada river in North India that took place in the last decades
of the 20 th century presents a particularly rich array of cases of what in recent social and political
theory has been called “the displacement of politics.”
The Narmada dams controversy has been widely recognised as an example of social
protest successfully staged in the transnational arena.1 In the early nineties, the Save Narmada
Movement (Narmada Bachao Andolan), the most important representative of local resistance
against the construction of hydroelectric dams along the Narmada river, shifted its critical
attention to the World Bank, one of the main funders of the biggest of the Narmada dams, the
Sardar Sarovar dam. As it did so after a decade of protests targeting regional and national
governmental institutions, this move provides a clear case of the displacement of politics from
sites of local, regional, and national politics to a global forum. Aided by advocacy efforts of
American, European, and Japanese non-governmental organisations (NGOs), the grassroots
organisation triumphed over the international financial institution. In 1993, as a result of pressure
by these organisations, the World Bank withdrew its support from the Sardar Sarovar Project. 2 In
the process, the policies of the World Bank were quite seriously politicised. According to its
charter, this intergovernmental institution is not supposed to “interfere in the political affairs of
any member [state],” but it now became the central locus of political dispute over issues of
indigenous rights, environmental destruction and social responsibility raised by the Sardar Sarovar
dam — the politics of which was thus no longer confined to the state. 3 But besides providing a
clear example of the displacement of politics to a global forum, in which a cross-national alliance of
NGOs held an international institution to account, the controversy over the Narmada dams
presents us with many more such displacements.
A year after its victory over the World Bank, the Save Narmada Movement instituted legal
proceedings against the Sardar Sarovar Project at the Supreme Court of India, thus displacing its
political struggle, it could be said, to the courts. At the onset of the proceedings, the court
ordered that construction work on this dam be halted. However, six and a half years later, in 2000,
it decided that the judiciary should have no role in matters of policy, appealing to the principle of

Fox and Brown, The Struggle for Accountability, 8. Randeria, "Glocalization of Law," 314–319. Goldman,
"Birth of a Discipline," 192.
2
Baviskar, In the Belly of the River, 204, 226. Drowned Out, DVD, directed by Franny Armstrong.
3
Everett, Governing the Knowledge Economy, 31. Everett notes that the World Bank has recently extended its
remit, and is now formally involved in upholding standards of good governance. Here I focus on a different kind
of politicisation of the World Bank’s policies, namely their articulation as objects of public controversy.
1
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“judicial constraint.” 4 A court of law may thus appear to have instruments at its disposal to resist
attempts at the displacement of politics to its premises. Or should the court’s refusal to rule in
this matter itself be understood as an invasion of politics into the court, this time in the form of
nameless pro-dam interests? 5
The list of displacements of politics that occurred during the controversy over the
Narmada dams does not end here. Besides social movements and NGOs, the World Bank and the
courts, industry too got caught up in the affair. When the German corporations Siemens and
Bayerwerke decided to invest in the Maheshwar dam in the Narmada valley, they became the
target of heavy criticism (as well as lobbying) from European NGOs, resulting in their withdrawal
from the project. 6 Moreover, less conventional hosts of the displacement of politics can also be
identified in this case: destinations that can be characterised neither as parties to the conflict nor
as institutions that are supposed to provide a framework for its settlement. Thus, science and
technology equally played the role of host, or better put, vehicle, of displaced politics during the
controversy over the Narmada dams. Hydroelectric dams in India are assigned a symbolic role, in
which these big techno-scientific projects exemplify the strength and prosperity of the postcolonial independent democratic state of India: the first Indian prime minister Nehru called dams
“the temples of modern India,” something which school children are taught to this day. 7 But, in a
rather less symbolic way, techno-science was also characterised during the Narmada dams
controversy as an instrument of societal intervention, as a means of the redistribution of power
within Indian society. As the writer Arundhati Roy put it, the dams are a tool for taking something
away from the poor, and giving it to the rich (the thing taken away being the towns and
agricultural lands submerged as a consequence of the Narmada dams, and the thing being given,
the irrigation canal network that is to serve the commercial zones in the province of Gujarat,
among others). 8 So techno-scientific entities, the dams, are said to serve a political purpose,
shifting the balance of resources between the rural population living along the Narmada river and
the industries located further west. Lastly, scientific research also played a crucial role in the
dispute as an instrument of critique. The World Bank’s decision to pull out of the Sardar Sarovar
dam came shortly after the publication of a damning report by the Independent Review Panel, a

Randeria, "Glocalization of Law," 317–318.
This argument is made by an article posted on ZNet shortly after the ruling of the Supreme Court: "The law
follows politics. The decisions made in a Supreme Court are not the disinterested, enlightened application of
universal truths enshrined in a country's legal code but the congealment of power relations and interests in
that country.” Justin Podur, “The Supreme Court of India and the Narmada Valley,” ZNet, October 25, 2000
http://www.zmag.org/ZSustainers/ZDaily/2000-10/25podur.htm
6
Randeria, "Glocalization of Law," 319. Palit, "Monsoon Risings," 90-91.
7
Baviskar, In the Belly of the River. Drowned Out, DVD, directed by Franny Armstrong.
8
Roy, Power Politics, 43.
4
5
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team of experts commissioned by the Bank to assess the social and environmental impacts of this
dam.9
A further displacement of politics can be recognised in the way in which media provided a
forum for the enactment of controversy around the Narmada dams. The visits of the Booker prizewinning author Arundhati Roy to villages in the Narmada valley that were threatened with
submergence as a consequence of the dams provide a telling example. Drowned Out, an activist
documentary about the dispute, contains footage of the photogenic star author talking and giving
speeches to assembled villagers, surrounded by a crowd of reporters and cameramen: in these
events, we can see the dispute being organised so as to attract the attention of news media, and
to fit their frames.10 In this respect, I want to mention one last destination of the displacement of
politics that became apparent during the Narmada dams controversy: the body. The protest
tactics deployed by the Save Narmada Movement rely heavily on human bodies as means of
intervention: they include marches, demonstrations in front of government offices, hunger strikes,
roadblocks and submergence.11 In these latter actions, a “save or drown squad” (known as

samarpit dal (“band of the dedicated”) ) stands in the rising waters of the Narmada river, under the
eyes of news media cameras.12 On one particular occasion, in September 1999, villagers and
activists stood in the water for 26 hours in Domkhedi, until the police arrested them. As they
reiterated the slogan “we will drown, but we will not move,” villagers and activists put their own
bodies on the line as an instrument of political speech that continued speaking until the conflict
reached its limits (submergence). 13
At this point, that of the actual submergence of villages along the Narmada river, we
encounter a second sense in which the controversy over the Narmada dams provides a powerful
example of “the displacement of politics.” Not only does the controversy make visible a wide range
of entities that served as a host or mediator of displaced politics: the World Bank, industry,
science and technology, news media, and the body. It also throws into relief the problems of
legitimacy and accountability that occur in these circumstances. After the World Bank pulled out
of the Sardar Sarovar Project and the Supreme Court of India ordered the suspension of
construction work on this dam in the early nineties, events turned against those contesting the
mega-dam project. In 2000, the Supreme Court ruled that construction of the Sardar Sarovar dam
According to the anthropologist Michael Goldman, the report was the prime cause for the Bank’s decision to
pull out of the Sardar Sarovar Project. Goldman, "Birth of a Discipline," 192. See also Palit, "Monsoon Risings,"
87-88.
10
The documentary Drowned Out does not give the names of the villages in the Narmada valley in which these
events took place.
11
When a march to national government offices in New Delhi was stopped at the border between the provinces
of Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat in 1991, the movement’s leader, Medha Patkar, started an indefinite fast. In
1990, 10.000 people from the Narmada valley blocked traffic on the highway between Bombay and Agra
Baviskar, In the Belly of the River, 207-212.
12
Baviskar, In the Belly of the River, 208. Palit, "Monsoon Risings," 97.
13
Drowned Out, DVD, directed by Franny Armstrong.
9
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could proceed, provided that basic arrangements for resettlement and compensation of the
affected population would be in place. However, as work on the dam was resumed and villages
were submerged, such “arrangements” were still lacking, according to testimony documented on
the Web site www.narmada.org and reports in the news media.14 Who is responsible for this
failure? There turn out to be many possible candidates. We could consider the lack of instruments
at the disposal of the Indian Supreme Court to enforce its decisions. But it could also be argued
that the problem lies with the displacement of the conflict to the courts. This namely allowed the
regional government of Madhya Pradesh, and other governmental authorities, to claim it could do
nothing as long as the Court was hearing the case 15 — after which the Court tossed the ball back
to the government. As a less specific but no less pertinent problem definition, there is the power
of business interests that permeates many aspects of government in India.16 Moving further back
in time, we could focus on the withdrawal of the World Bank from the Sardar Sarovar Project,
which had the consequence that one of the few actors with the institutional means to enforce
compliance with social and environmental guidelines exited the controversy. Lastly, we could direct
our attention at the relative impotence of international organisations like the World Commission on
Dams, which was created partly in response to the Narmada dams controversy, and of its
successor, the Dams and Development Project of the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP). These institutions, it appears, were never equipped to impose binding rules on the dam
projects that they monitor and evaluate. The fact that the mission of the UNEP Dams and
Development Project is described as the “ promot[ion] of dialogue on improving decision-making,
planning and management of dams and their alternatives (italics mine),” is indicative of this
situation.17
Identifying the entity to be held responsible for the persistent problems raised by the
Narmada dams is not the only difficulty here. Given the range of locations to which politics has
been displaced as part of this controversy, the pertinent frame for the settlement of this affair is
not easy to identify either. The Narmada dams have been variously defined as a local, regional,
national and transnational affair, as a legal matter and an object of advocacy, so that we are
dealing with a multiplicity of framings, none of which seems strong enough to assure a settlement
for the issues raised by the dams. In this respect, the controversy over the Narmada dams can be

The news Web site of the BBC continues to report of absent arrangements for resettlement and
compensation up to the time of writing. "Indian dam town defies deadline," BBC News, 30 June, 2004,
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/3852895.stm.
15
The documentary Drowned Out shows how protesters are received by the Chief Minister of the Madhya
Pradesh government, in his garden. The minister responds to demands for resettlement put before him by
Metha Patkar, the leader of the Save Narmada Movement, by saying that he can say nothing as long as the
case is being heard by the Supreme Court.
16
Mishra, “A New, Nuclear, India,” 225–273.
17
World Commission on Dams, home page, presentation of the UNEP Dams and Development Project,
http://www. dams.org.
14
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taken to exemplify a diagnosis that has received much attention in social and political theory over
the last decades: the thesis that the displacement of politics entails a “democratic deficit.”
In its straightforward formulation, this diagnosis proposes that when politics is displaced,
it moves beyond the reach of established democratic arrangements, i.e. those of national
representative democracy. As a consequence, these politics are no longer effectively constrained
by mechanisms to ensure the legitimacy of decisions and the accountability of the entities making
them. While this diagnosis provides a particularly clear problem definition, taken by itself, it is only
of limited use. This is because it defines the democratic deficit that follows in the wake of the
displacement of politics by applying a standard that precisely cannot be applied in these
circumstances: that of a politics that is contained in democratic arrangements.
How do we define the democratic deficit after the displacement of politics, that is, once
we have acknowledged the multiplicity of sites and framings of (democratic) politics? That is the
question I want to explore in this chapter.
In the context of the displacement of politics, I will argue, our understanding of what
counts as a democratic deficit, and how such a deficit is to be addressed, become unsettled.
Democratic deficits can be seen to proliferate when politics is displaced among locations, as each
time it evades the mechanisms of democratic legitimacy and accountability that may be in place in
a given site. But at the same time, robust definitions of the democratic deficit come under
pressure in this context. One reason is that when politics is displaced, the question what counts as
the pertinent subject, form and site of (democratic) politics is opened up. For each issue, there are
multiple candidates for the set of actors to be taken into account, the form of political democracy
to be enacted, and the site where this is to be done. Considering this relative optionality of the
who, how and where of democracy, as it becomes apparent in the context of the displacement of
politics, I want to argue, we do well to direct our attention to the “what” of democracy. In the
face of so many displacements of politics, an often forgotten protagonist of politics enters the
picture: the issues at stake in controversies. Issues may not only serve as guides to the
appropriate sites, subjects, and forms of (democratic) politics at a given moment. An appreciation
of the role of issues in the enactment of democratic politics is indispensable, I will argue here, if we
are to develop a definition of the democratic deficit that takes into account the constraints on
democracy in the context of the displacement of politics.

1.2 Versions of the displacement of politics.
The controversy over large dams in the Narmada valley presents us with a multitude of examples
of the displacement of politics, the shift of this controversy to the World Bank being the clearest
among them. That displacements of politics bring with them problems of democracy is in some
respects obvious as well: as politics moves beyond the frame of the nation-state, national
5

democratic arrangements and the subjects that depend on these arrangements for inclusion in
political process risk being sidelined. But when we consider the various conceptualisations of the
displacements of politics that have been elaborated in social and political theory over the last
decade or so, much of this clarity dissolves. This is not only because these theoretical accounts
suggest that things are more complicated than they appear at first sight, as such accounts so
often do. Rather, in probing such accounts it becomes clear that seemingly solid definitions of the
problems of democracy that arise when politics is displaced mask further problems. After the
displacement of politics, the notion that politics is as a matter of course contained in a singular
democratic arrangement becomes problematic. Insofar as definitions of the democratic deficit
implicitly rely on this assumption, they too come under pressure. Thus, we are in the awkward
situation that it is obvious that democratic deficits are proliferating, but at the same time it is far
from self-evident how they are to be defined.
The thesis of the displacement of politics was most famously put forward by the German
sociologist Ulrich Beck in his Risikogesellschaft (1986). Here Beck described a fundamental shift in
the locations of politics in the late modern societies of the second half of the 20th century. In
these societies, Beck argues, hubs of the social economy (such as the IT and biotechnology
sectors), on the one hand, and citizen initiatives and non-governmental organisations, on the other
hand, emerge as prime loci of politics. In later work, Beck adds transgovernmental organisations to
the list of destinations of displaced politics.18 Ulrich Beck refers to this development as a process
of “Entgrenzung” — the becoming un-bounded — of politics.19 So, while Beck introduced the

theme of the displacement of politics, others who took up his ideas came up with the term. In
1995, Dutch political scientist Mark Bovens together with others wrote a manifesto entitled The

Displacement of Politics for the think-tank of the Dutch Labour Party. The manifesto distinguishes
six displacements of politics that have occurred in recent years: internationalisation,
regionalisation, bureaucratisation, technologisation, individualisation, and juridisation. It posits that
in each of these cases, a lack of accountability and legitimacy of displaced politics can be
observed, which must be remedied by extending the reach of democratic arrangements. Beck,
however, initially presented the displacement of politics as a complication that brings along its own
solution. While power is displaced away from the institutions of national representative democracy
to resourceful actors in the socio-economic and transgovernmental domain, simultaneously civil
society actors take it upon themselves to control this displaced power. In this twin movement of
displacement, the problems of democracy that are created seem to be instantly remedied. The
problem, bluntly put, is the democratic deficit that occurs when power goes unchecked by

Beck, Macht und Gegenmacht im globalen Zeitalter.
To my knowledge, Beck does not use the phrase “the displacement of politics” in Die Risikogesellschaft. In
The Reinvention of Politics, he uses the phrase sporadically.
18
19
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institutional mechanisms of democratic control. The solution, to put it equally bluntly, is the
displacement of democracy in the wake of the displacement of power, that is, the emergence of a
critical dialogue among civil society, for-profit and governmental actors in the social domain.
Beck’s initial depiction of the displacement of politics as an all-encompassing movement in
which both politics and democracy shift to new locations follows from his analysis that this
development is part of a broader structural transformation of society. Beck does posit specific
causes for the displacement of politics, namely the successful democratisation of the state (which
diminishes its power of intervention), the invention and marketing of technologies (which increase
the power of intervention of actors in the social domain), and the pervasiveness of mass media (in
which activities outside the official domain of politics become subject to public scrutiny). 20 But
this does not prevent Beck from framing the displacement of politics as one aspect of a wider
process of the reorganisation of society as a whole. This is not the place to discuss Beck’s account
of the rise of the risk society extensively, but key to this shift is the crisis of modern institutions
of rational control. As these institutions cannot contain the environmental, economic, and social
risks that industrial society produces, they are to be replaced by reflexive institutions that can
accommodate the self-endangering, complex, and uncertain affairs of post-industrial society. For
Beck, the configuration of displaced powers he documents appears to be a placeholder for these
institutions to come. However, in later work, Beck comes to question his earlier suggestion that
countervailing powers in the social domain can make up for the lack of democratic control that
marks the pursuit of displaced politics: the displacement of politics turns out to bring with it a
democratic deficit that is more intractable than it initially appeared. In Macht und Gegenmacht im

globalen Zeitalter (2002), Beck observes that after the displacement of politics, democratic
legitimation is progressively replaced by self-legitimation. Actors belonging to “government,” “civil
society,” “business,” and “the international community” increasingly operate beyond fora of
national representative democracy, and in doing so they claim non-democratic justifications for
their actions — for instance, a moral obligation to defend human rights or the environment. They
tend not to take the route of formal democratic legitimation of these actions prior to doing so.21
Thus, Beck’s thesis of the displacement of politics away from fora of national representative
democracy points towards a profound unsettlement of established democratic arrangements. In
his account, the democratic deficit that the displacement of politics entails is here to stay for the
foreseeable future.
A second version of the thesis of the displacement of politics that should be mentioned
here has been elaborated as part of political theories of globalisation. Jürgen Habermas and David
Held have theorised a displacement of politics that is more specific than the wide-ranging
20
21

Beck, Risikogesellschaft, 302-310.
Beck, Macht und Gegenmacht im globalen Zeitalter, 430–435.
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development described by Beck. Their analyses focuses on the displacement of politics to one
destination in particular: transnational fora. Moreover, these authors present this shift as a
legitimate development, arguing that globalisation normatively requires a displacement of politics
to transnational fora. Both Habermas and Held start with the observation that under current
circumstances of globalisation (defined in terms of increases in economic and social exchanges and
interdependency among actors around the world), political issues increasingly arise that transgress
the boundaries of the nation-state — such as climate change, and genocides, and unemployment
— and that resist efforts to deal with them at the national level.22 They posit that the normative
requirement to address these issues and to exert control over the forces entangled in them,
demands a shift in the location of politics to the trans-governmental level. That is, Held and
Habermas present the displacement of politics to transnational fora as justified in the light of a
large-scale social-economic development (globalisation) and the normative requirement to control
the complications that result from it. However, these authors do not gloss over the problem of
democracy that this displacement brings along. In his essay “The Postnational Constellation and
the Future of Democracy,” Habermas observes that transnational politics is marked by a serious
democratic deficit:
legitimation gaps … open up as competencies and jurisdictions are shifted from the
national to the supranational level. Alongside a number of international governmental
organisations and standing conferences, non-governmental organisations such as the
World Wide Fund for Nature, Greenpeace, or Amnesty International have also gained a
good deal of influence, and are engaged in an informal regulatory network in a variety of
ways. But these new forms of international cooperation lack the degree of legitimation
even remotely approaching the requirements for procedures institutionalised via nationstates.23

While the displacement of politics to the transnational domain for Habermas is normatively
warranted, robust procedures for the democratic legitimation of this displaced politics remain to
be installed. Just what procedural arrangement Habermas and Held propose to generate the
needed legitimacy will be discussed below, as their proposals open up a second definition of the
democratic deficit, one that no longer highlights the undermining of democratic arrangements
founded in the nation-state, but focuses instead on problems of democracy that come into view
once the displacement of politics beyond that framework is affirmed.
A third and last conceptualisation of the displacement of politics that I want to discuss
has been developed over the last few decades in the field of science and technology studies (STS).
Work in this area suggests, like that of Beck, that once we acknowledge that politics is pursued

Habermas, “The Postnational Constellation and the Future of Democracy,” 68. Held, “The transformation of
political community.”
23
Habermas, "The Postnational Constellation and the Future of Democracy," 71.
22
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beyond the reach of established democratic fora, it proves very difficult to imagine how it could be
effectively constrained by democratic arrangements. However, contributions from STS puts the
difficulty in especially stark relief, since they put forward the argument that politics is being
pursued not just beyond democratic fora, but well beyond the sites that we conventionally
recognise as the settings of politics: in the laboratory, for instance. Bruno Latour, a
representative of actor-network theory, an approach that evolved out of STS, has argued that
science can be understood as the pursuit of “politics by other means.” 24 In his study of Pasteur’s
invention of the vaccine for anthrax, Latour describes how this event both required and caused
far-reaching reconfigurations of French society. The development of the vaccine in the laboratory
and its introduction to French society irreversibly changed the relations among farmers, their
cattle, veterinarians, scientists, public health officials, and the general public, Latour argues. Its
effects on social life far exceeded those of earlier attempts of other actors, such as the hygiene
movement, to cope with veterinarian diseases through government public health policies. Thus,
Latour’s study suggest that techno-scientific practice may in fact constitute a more effective
means of political intervention than the tools of politics itself. Besides Latour, many other
researchers in STS and elsewhere have taken up the call to follow through the political effects of
techno-scientific interventions in social life.25 An account that belongs to this line of work and that
is relevant to the case discussed in the introduction is the study by the political theorist Timothy
Mitchell of the construction of hydroelectric dams along the Nile river in Egypt. With respect to
these projects, Mitchell observes:
Dams were unique in the scope and manner in which they altered the distribution of
resources across space and time, among entire communities and ecosystems. They
offered more than just a promise of agricultural development or technical progress. For
many postcolonial governments, this ability to rearrange the natural and the social
environment became a means to demonstrate the strength of the modern state as a
techno-economic power.26

Techno-scientific projects here come to be understood as intrinsically political interventions insofar
as they mediate radical reconfigurations of society (and nature).
Accounts of the political effects of techno-scientific interventions in social life uncover a
potentially huge democratic deficit, for several reasons. Firstly, these accounts ascribe political
effects to practices that classically are conceived of as situated outside the political domain, and
in that respect, as largely exempt from political control: scientific and technological practices. That
is, work in STS locates politics not just beyond established national representative democratic
fora, and not just beyond political institutions. According to these accounts, politics is pursued
24
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beyond the settings of what are recognisably “political” practices, in places that historically have
been understood as, at least ideally, free of politics.27 Secondly, and relatedly, work in STS
indicates that the political effects produced by techno-science must be understood as “faits
accomplis.” It suggests that the political effects of techno-scientific interventions, from the
development of the vaccine to the marketing of genetic screening tests and anonymising Internet
software, only become visible as such well after these interventions have been made. To the
degree that techno-scientific practices of innovation route around institutions of decision- and
policy-making, their interventions in social life may present political institutions, and the rest of us,
with more or less irreversible political effects. In recent years much work has been done in STS to
conceive of ways to bring science under the control of democratic institutions.28 However, in
proposing that some, even if not all, techno-scientific interventions have significant political
effects that are only recognisable as such in retrospect, research in this field has opened up for
scrutiny a democratic deficit, which it is hard to imagine being eliminated. It suggests that in a
society permeated by science and technology, democratic arrangements may do no more than
generate legitimations after the fact, instead of securing control over the processes in which the
facts take shape.
The displacement of politics can thus be taken to mean quite different things. It describes
a fundamental shift in the locations of both politics and democracy in post-industrial society, and a
related shift in the modes of legitimating political action. The term may be taken to refer, more
specifically, to the increased importance of transnational political processes, under circumstances
of social and economic globalisation. But it also has been used to characterise a historical change
in the modes of societal intervention that took effect with the invention of modern technoscientific practices, and more specifically, the laboratory. In each of these cases, the displacement
of politics beyond established democratic arrangements grounded in the nation-state yields a
politics marked by a lack: lack of legitimacy, lack of accountability, and/or lack of control.
However, when we explore how the problems of democracy that the displacement of politics
To an extent, this also applies to the notion of sub-politics, proposed by Ulrich Beck. However, in Beck’s
work, sub-politics still qualifies as politics, as he describes it in terms of strategies for the exertion of (counter)power. In the (early) work in STS under discussion here, the definition of politics gets stretched to include the
effects of techno-scientific interventions on the organisation of social life. That is, Beck’s sub-politics may be
hidden, but when exposed, it is recognisably politics. The political effects documented by STS, on the other
hand, are likely to be recognised as such only by the ‘willing,’ and only after the interventions in question have
proven their significance, that is, only after the political deed has been done. Characteristic of some of this
work, of which the Rules of Experts discussed above may be taken as an example, is its avoidance of questions
of democracy. If we have come so far as to find politics in vaccines and dams, one could say, the notion that
such power may be contained in democratic arrangements begins to look absurd. However, when we
acknowledge that vaccines and dams, besides being physical entities, may also be transformed into objects of
contestation, this view might change. The appeal to democracy often plays an important part in enactments of
such contestation. Perhaps more importantly, such contestation is likely to raise many of the questions we
associate with democracy, from question of the composition of the demos to that of popular sovereignty. In
my view, once we pose the question of the settlement of contested issues, it becomes allimportant to reclaim
the concept of democracy.
28
I will discuss this line of work in chapter four.
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brings along are to be defined, it becomes clear that observations of such shortages do not suffice
as accounts of these democratic deficits. Beyond the shortages of accountability, control and
legitimacy, we find a further problem: the difficulty of developing a solid definition of the forms of
democracy that are to be enacted, and of the democratic subjects that are to be involved in
decision-making, when politics is displaced. In this context, the forms and subjects of democracy
must be considered multiple.

1.3 Democratic deficits: but according to what definition?
The thesis of the displacement of politics, as it has been elaborated in social theory, political
theory, and science and technology studies, opens up problems of unaccountable power, exerting
itself beyond the reach of arrangements that may contain that power. However, when we try to
specify what exactly the problem is, we encounter the following complication: once we accept that
politics is being displaced beyond and alongside arrangements for national representative
democracy, it no longer makes sense to say that the transgression of politics beyond such
arrangements itself is the problem. That would be to uphold a standard of democracy that has
been shown to no longer hold, after the displacement of politics. The thesis of the displacement of
politics suggests that the notion that politics is contained in fora of national representative
democracy as a matter of course, has become, or has for a long time already been, untenable.
Politics, the various versions of this thesis posit, has been and is being displaced to
intergovernmental bodies, non-governmental organisations, science and technology, and it is not
realistic to expect that all of politics could once again be definitively contained in fora of national
representative democracy. Accordingly, it would not make sense to uphold this ideal as the
standard, if the point is to determine when and where democratic deficits are occurring, in the
wake of the displacement of politics. But how do we then define the democratic deficit?
To be clear, to affirm the displacement of politics is not to declare, in a spectacular
gesture, that politics has abandoned the edifices of national democracy. Accounts of the
displacement of politics can be interpreted as suggesting this, insofar as they present the
phenomenon as a structural development in which politics as an institutional category (like
“science” or “religion” and “art”) moves to another level beyond or beside that of arrangements of
national democracy. But the authors of these accounts themselves reject this interpretation. Ulrich
Beck emphasises that his notion of the displacement of politics should not be taken as a prediction
of the withering away of the nation-state. After the displacement of politics, he points out, the
nation-state continues to serve as an important site and resource for the pursuit of politics,
except that this politics now finds its home base in the economic, transgovernmental, and/or
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societal domain.29 Beck’s point, then, is that democratic arrangements founded in the nation-state
do not extend far enough to provide a check on, or a legitimation of, displaced politics. Held and
Habermas include the national democratic arena as an important location of politics in the
arrangements of global democracy that they envision, a point to which I’ll return soon. In later
work, Bruno Latour has developed a democratic procedure that accommodates the sciences,
which remains neutral as to the particular site at which it is to be performed.30 Besides, ideas
about a definitive departure of politics from national fora have been more than convincingly
refuted, it seems to me, by the many recent attempts, some of them successful, to displace
politics back to these arenas (as in the recent reframing of immigration as a national and not a
European or global concern in the Netherlands and elsewhere). In this respect, the displacement of
politics to fora of national democracy should be granted a prominent place on the list of
destinations of the displaced politics. I will argue that the notion of a structural shift in the
locations of politics must precisely be questioned for its failure to appreciate displacements of
politics as practical achievements. To affirm the displacement of politics, then, is to acknowledge
that the genie of politics has escaped the bottle of a national arrangement that contains it as a
matter of course, and that attempts to displace politics back to national fora, too, must engage
the fact that politics today is pursued in multiple locations. This has consequences for how we
define the democratic deficit.
The version of the thesis of the displacement of politics developed by Jürgen Habermas
and David Held in some respects does most to show that democratic deficits, as they occur in the
context of displaced politics, differ from problems of democracy, as they arise within an (inter)national constellation. They explicitly formulate a criterion of democratic legitimacy suitable for
these new circumstances. In “Democracy in a Postnational Constellation,” Habermas argues that
the displacement of politics to the transnational level raises the question of democratic
legitimation in a new way. This is because transnational democracy, he posits, cannot and should
not be fashioned after the model of national democracy — by lifting it up one level as it were.
Habermas deems such an undertaking unacceptably naive, as it assumes the impossible, namely,
that a world community of world citizens will be realised in the near future. Over against such an
undertaking, Habermas proposes that after the displacement of politics to the transnational level,
politics should no longer be assumed to be pursued within a single framework, but should rather be
conceived of as a set of interactions among different political processes. He writes:
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… not the stable picture of a multilevel politics within a world organisation, but rather a
dynamic picture of interferences and interactions between political processes that persist
on the national, international and global levels.31

While we can wonder whether political processes really do obey the neat separation between
national, international and global levels, as Habermas suggests, he makes a crucial observation:
once we acknowledge the displacement of politics to the transnational level, we must also
acknowledge that the sites in which politics are being pursued are multiple. This proposition leads
Habermas to formulate the question of democratic legitimacy, as it must be posed after the
displacement of politics: it now becomes a question of how the multiple fora of politics and
democracy are connected. 32 In line with his earlier work, he proposes that “democratic
legitimation” may be provided by way of procedural arrangements, ones that secure the inclusion
of citizens in deliberation about public affairs in “variously interrelated” public spheres.33 After the
displacement of politics, the democratic deficit should then no longer be defined as the failure to
contain politics in a singular democratic arrangement, but as the failure to connect the various
sites in which politics is pursued and democratic debate is performed.
David Held makes a similar argument. For him, the displacement of politics to the
transnational domain is necessitated by processes of economic, social and cultural globalisation,
and more specifically, by the increasing occurrence of issues that transgress the boundaries of the
nation-state. In line with this special emphasis on boundary-crossing processes, Held defines the
democratic deficit that transnational politics entails in terms of a discrepancy between the
community of actors that are affected by processes, and the community that decides how to
control these processes. Appealing to the democratic principle of inclusiveness, or “subsidiarity,” 34
Held proposes that the first step towards democratising “governance” is to affirm that:
those whose life expectancy and life chances are significantly affected by social forces and
processes ought to have a stake in the determination of the conditions and regulation of
these, either directly or indirectly through political representatives. 35

Habermas, “The Postnational Constellation and the Future of Democracy,’ 110. Habermas makes this point as
part of a critique of the work of David Held, whose concept of “multi-level governance” according to Habermas
has many of the features of a “world government.”
32
Habermas, “The Postnational Constellation and the Future of Democracy,” 110. Nancy Fraser also makes this
argument, among others in "Rethinking the public sphere: A contribution to the critique of actually existing
democracy."
33
Habermas, “The Postnational Constellation and the Future of Democracy,” 111.
34
Subsidiarity is a technical term that states that decisions are to be taken at the lowest possible level of
government (See Iain McLean, The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Politics ). Held’s principle of subsidiarity
proposes that "those significantly (that is, non-trivially) affected by public decisions, issues or processes,
should, ceteris paribus, have an equal opportunity, directly or indirectly through elected delegates or
representatives, to influence and shape them.” Held, David, Global Covenant, 98. Held’s principle calls for an
affirmation of the complex entanglements of actors in issues. In this respect, it seems to favour a widening of
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Thus, according to Held, after the displacement of politics the democratic deficit should not be
defined by positing a pre-existing national community, of which it may then have to be said that it
fails to be included in political process. Instead, democratic deficits occur when the community of
those affected by a process or problem fails to overlap with the political community that takes the
decisions. He writes:
New and challenging transboundary issues … create overlapping communities of fate.
Moreover, if many contemporary forms of power are to become accountable and if many
of the complex issues that affect us all — locally, nationally, regionally and globally — are
to be democratically regulated, people must have access to, and membership in, diverse
political communities.” 36

So, like Habermas, Held posits that the sites of politics must be considered multiple: each process
affects a different community of actors and, accordingly, for each process the political community
must be demarcated differently.37 He points out that the inclusion of such varying communities in
politics “may require multiple democratic public fora for its suitable enactment.” 38
The arguments of Habermas and Held show that if we affirm the displacement of politics,
then notions of democracy and thus of the democratic deficit must be reconsidered. They argue
that a singular arrangement in which politics is supposed to be contained as a matter of course
should no longer be assumed. A configuration of multiple sites of politics and democracy must be
taken as the framework instead. Within such a framework, democratic deficits are no longer
determined by positing the containment of politics within a single arrangement as a standard. For
Habermas, (the lack of) democratic legitimacy must now be located in (the lack of) the procedural
connections among sites. For Held, democracy requires that issues be processed in sites
accessible to those affected by them. By contrast, Ulrich Beck does not really provide a definition
of the democratic deficit that takes seriously the constraints on democracy after the displacement
of politics. But he has his reasons not to do so, and these reasons points us towards a problem
that Held and Habermas do not really consider. Beck’s account in Macht und Gegenmacht im

globalen Zeitalter warns against defining the democratic deficit in terms of a lack of democratic
legitimacy of displaced politics. By focusing on legitimacy, he points out, we are likely to end up
describing democracy as something that occurs “after the fact.” For Beck, displaced politics is a
politics of self-legitimation, and accordingly democratic legitimation in this context becomes a
“post-hoc Abstimmung, die die selbst legitiemerende Zu-Stimmung nur noch exekutiert.” 39 Partly
for this reason, Beck returns to a representative model of democracy in which political institutions
Held, “The changing contours of political community,” 30.
According to Held, the system of global governance today is multi-dimensional, "insofar as the engagement
and configuration of agencies often differs from sector to sector and issue to issue." Held, David, Global
Covenant, 83.
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act in the name of specific constituencies, which are extensively consulted and whose opinions
inform decisions. Beck, we could say, proposes that after the displacement of politics, democracy
is to be displaced to the sites of the displaced politics.40 However, Beck himself recognises that,
after the displacement of politics, such a model suffers from severe and perhaps insurmountable
implementation problems: it is not easy to see how the shift to self-legitimation could be
reversed.41 We can add that Beck’s proposal of the displacement of democracy does not really
acknowledge the constraint of ongoing displacements of politics: once democratic arrangements
have been installed in one site, politics may shift yet again. Beck’s rejection of a democratic
legitimacy that is added to politics after the fact as a merely decorative legitimacy suggests that
the “solution” of locating democracy in multiple sites of politics and public debate has problems of
its own.42
Habermas himself acknowledges the relative weakness of the forms of democracy that we
end up with when the democratic deficit is defined in terms of “a lack of legitimacy” of displaced
politics, and procedural connections among sites of politics and public debate are proposed as the
solution. The principal example of a procedural legitimation of transnational politics that he
provides in his essay on transnational forms of democracy, presents precisely a weak democratic
arrangement. There, Habermas suggests that once we embrace his procedural understanding of
democratic legitimation, then
[s ]upposedly weak forms of democracy then appear in another light. For example, the
institutionalized participation of non-governmental organizations in the deliberations of
international negotiating systems would strengthen the legitimacy of the procedure
insofar as mid-level transnational decision-making processes could then be rendered
transparent for national public spheres, and thus be reconnected with decision-making
procedures at the grassroots level.43

The words “then” and “rendered transparent” in this quotation imply what Beck had posited: that
democratic legitimation here comes after political process has run its course. The principal
question here indeed seems to be how democratic legitimacy may be added to political processes
that are already underway. Such an approach could also be criticised by pointing out that it still
Mark Bovens, the Dutch proponent of the thesis of displacement of politics, draws a similar but more modest
conclusion. He proposes that democratic values are to be introduced in practices to which politics has been
displaced (those of representativeness, transparency, majority rule, and public accountability). Such a proposal
does not suffer from the major implementation problems that Beck’s proposal can be expected to encounter.
But the reduction of democracy to a set of values makes that the problem of democracy that the
displacement of politics entails disintegrates: it now becomes a mere matter of a wider or less wide diffusion
of values. Mark Bovens, "De verplaatsing van de democratie."
41
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follows the model of national representative democracy, without, however, yielding the goods that
this model is designed to deliver: it makes the legitimacy of governmental politics the central
question of democracy, but then subtracts from the notion of legitimacy the big bonus of popular
sovereignty that the national model offered or promised to subjects.44 However, here I wish to
foreground another problem, namely a particular omission in the accounts of the multiplicity of the
sites of politics and democracy provided by Habermas and Held. Once we acknowledge the
multiplicity of the sites of politics, and of democracy, we must equally acknowledge the
multiplicity of the subjects and forms of politics and democracy. The American political theorist
Jodi Dean half-jokingly refers to this move as “adding an s:” according to her it does not entail a
serious re-conceptualisation of anything much.45 This move makes a big difference though, it
seems to me, as it forces us to recognise that it is not self-evident which subjects are to be taken
into account as part of democratic process, or which forms of democracy are to be enacted, or
where: there are now multiple candidates. That is, once we affirm the displacement of politics, we
must also affirm the relative optionality of the sites, subjects, and forms of democracy. To
accommodate this optionality, it does not suffice, in my view, to posit procedural connections
among sites of politics and democracy, or to propose general criteria for the identification of the
appropriate sites, subjects and forms. Such propositions do not sufficiently take into account the
partiality and disputability of the sites, subjects, and forms of (democratic) politics in the context
of its displacement.
Habermas’ proposal that after the displacement of politics, democratic legitimation derives
from procedural connections of transparency and consultation between the sites of decisionmaking and those of public debate, does not really acknowledge the disagreements that are likely
to occur over the sites where decisions are to be made, what forms such processes should take,
and which actors should be recognised as its subjects. A similar criticism can be made of Held’s
proposal that after the displacement of politics, democratic deficits can be said to consist of
discrepancies between the community of those affected by processes and the community of
those involved in decisions about these processes. Held draws far reaching consequences from the
multiplicity of democratic subjects that becomes visible with the displacement of politics: in his
account, the composition of the political community here varies according to the issue under
consideration. But this recognition doesn’t lead him to consider potential conflicts over the
appropriate sites, subjects, and forms of democracy either. He posits a standard by which it can
44
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be unambiguously determined when democratic deficits occur. With the aid of his principle for the
demarcation of the democratic community, the set of actors implicated in an issue, and thus, the
actors to be implicated in decision-making, can be neatly disentangled from those that are not
“sufficiently” affected. Interestingly, the issues of politics play a notable role in Held’s proposal for
determining when and where democratic deficits are occurring, something to which I will return in
chapter three. But here I want to return to the controversy over the Narmada dams discussed in
the introduction: once we try to determine when and where democratic deficits are occurring in
such a specific case, it becomes clear that claims about the unjust exclusion of subjects from
decision-making, as well as claims about the violation of proper procedure, are rather more
entangled, contested and fragile than Held suggests. This, in turn, will lead us to appreciate the
role of issues in the articulation of democratic deficits in a different way.

1.4 After the multiplicity of the sites of politics
So how are definitions of the democratic deficit opened up in the context of the multiplicity of the
sites of (democratic) politics? Of course, even without considering the multiplicity of this or that,
it should be acknowledged that a multitude of varying definitions of democratic deficits can be and
have been put forward. Not only are there in principle as many definitions of the democratic deficit
as there are theories of democracy, the concept of democracy can and has been applied to
innumerable facets of political and social life. There are those democratic deficits that have to do
with the (non-) availability or the (bad) quality of institutional frameworks for representative
government, which are to allow for the preferences, opinions or will of the people to be taken into
account in the formation of government – the concern being with fair elections. There are those
that posit broader institutional and societal arrangements that are indispensable for securing
liberty and equality for members of society - a free and reliable press being a prime example. And
then there are those deficits that have to do with the inclusion of the preferences, opinions or
wills of people in policy-making – here arrangements for public consultation are the question. This
short list is only a start, and here I cannot possibly do justice to the variety of definitions of
democratic deficits elaborated in democratic theory and elsewhere. However, if we take into
consideration the multiplicity of the sites of politics and democracy, we get a sense of the
multiplicity of democratic deficits that must then be added to this variety.
Once we admit that the sites of (democratic) politics must be considered multiple, then
we must also consider that there is a variety of subjects that may have to be taken into account,
and a variety of forms of democracy that may be mobilised. Moreover, once we do so, we must
take seriously the possibility that this variety of sites, subjects and forms of democracy does not
form an ordered whole. This possibility is highlighted by the definition of multiplicity elaborated by
the Dutch philosopher Annemarie Mol, who works with actor-network theory. She characterises
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multiplicity as a situation in which “there are more than one, but less than many” of a given
entity. 46 This definition provides a helpful guide in approaching the multiplicity of the sites,
subjects, and forms of (democratic) politics, because it highlights the difference between
multiplicity and plurality. In Mol’s account, we are dealing with a plurality when different entities
exist side by side. In the case of multiplicity, by contrast, the entities involved are enmeshed in
one another, but at the same time, they cannot be reduced to one. While it is possible to
understand plurality as differences that exist in parallel, multiplicity cannot be understood in this
way: it implies both mutual entanglement and difference.47 Mol’s definition of multiplicity seems to
me well suited to help us characterise the variety of sites, subject and forms of democracy that
come into play in a specific controversy, such as that surrounding the Narmada dams in North
India. The various sites, subjects, and forms that come into view in such a case interrelate in some
respects, but at the same time they resist subsumption under singular definitions. For this reason,
familiar definitions of the democratic deficit which posit singular democratic forms and the
inclusion of singular subjects as a standard to judge political practices by become unsettled in
these circumstances.
In the introduction I briefly listed the various locations where the controversy over the
Narmada dams has been enacted. There was the World Bank, one of the major institutional funders
of the project. Because of its vulnerability to claims that environmental and social guidelines were
being violated by projects that this institution is implicated in, it qualified as a suitable site to
contest the dams.48 But of course Indian national democratic arrangements also count as
appropriate locations to pursue the controversy over what are ultimately Indian dams – and so do
the regional governments of the states of Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, and Gujarat, through
which the Narmada river passes. But there are also the villages at risk of submergence as a
consequence of the dams, where major protest events were staged. There is the German
government, which came to the fore as a pertinent site of controversy as international NGOs

Mol takes this phrase from the British anthropologist Marilyn Strathern. Mol, The Body Multiple, 82. In this
book, Mol fills in the notion by way of an ethnographic study of the performance of the human body in medical
practices. Following through how a particular disease, arteriosclerosis, gets defined in various practices in the
hospital, from the consultation room to the operation theatre, Mol comes to argue that disease, and by
extension the body, receive different articulations in these various practices, which are irreducible to one and
another. The body that surgeons operate on does not completely map onto the body that doctors check in the
consultation room. At the same time, the different versions of the body that are enacted in various practices,
she points out, do cohere and get coordinated in these practices: they are compared, brought in agreement, or
made to exist side by side, et cetera. Thus, the body, for Mol, is more than one, but less than many.
Mol’s argument raises the question about whether the concept of performance can really be extended to
reality in the way that she does. But her definition of multiplicity is particularly helpful, not only because it
draws attention to the difference between multiplicity and plurality, but also because of it accounts for
multiplicity as it comes into view in practice. In her account of multiplicity, Mol does not adopt a bird’s-eye
view, from which a multiplicity could be grasped as a quasi-whole. Her notion of multiplicity thus invites us to
explore how multiple sites, subjects, and forms of democracy are interrelated, and fail to interrelate, from the
standpoint of the various performances of a specific controversy.
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started to pressure this entity, to in turn put pressure on the World Bank, and on the German
corporations contracted to work on the Narmada dams, to pull out of the project, et cetera. This
variety of sites for the staging of controversy entails a variety of forms that can be mobilised to
enact it: national and/or regional representative government, the protest tactics deployed by
social movements and NGOs working in the Narmada valley, transnational advocacy, media-based
public debate, procedures of accountability (of which the Inspection Panel set up by the World
Bank in response to the controversy over the Narmada dams is an example). Moreover, each of
these sites can be said to bring with them their own constraints on the definition of the subjects
implicated in the controversy over the Narmada dams. They may be alternatively defined as: the
citizens of India, the people of the Narmada valley, global civil society, the national governments
represented in the Board of Directors of the World Bank, the international community, et cetera.
These various sites, subjects, and forms for the enactment of controversy can be understood as
multiple in Mol’s sense. They differ to the point of being irreducible to one another, but at the
same time, it would be a mistake to set these sites up as constituting a plurality of co-existing
differences.
A first reason that the various sites, subjects, and forms of (democratic) politics that
emerged during the controversy surrounding the Narmada dams cannot be defined as a plurality is
that they must be considered both relatively optional and relatively exclusive. For none of these
sites, is it necessary that controversy is enacted there, and the mobilisation of any one of these
subjects and forms is not indispensable to the staging of controversy. At the same time, these
locations, subject definitions and forms also exclude one another to a degree: when the
controversy over the Narmada dams is performed in fora surrounding the World Bank, this has
consequences for the possibility of settling the matter in the Indian Parliament. It is now less likely
that this arrangement of national democracy will provide the framework for the settlement of the
dispute. As the sociologist Shalini Randeria puts it:
Leapfrogging the national parliamentary arena, addressing the World Bank directly, and
putting pressure on it through executive directors [of the World Bank] of industrial
countries, further diminish the legitimacy of subaltern states in the South.49

The point is certainly not that democracy does not tolerate attempts to perform it in several sites
at once. The controversy over the Narmada dams helps to make this clear as well. Around the
same time in the early nineties, the Save Narmada Movement was holding demonstrations at dam
sites, villages, and government offices in the Narmada valley, and German and American NGOs
were busy pressuring “the international financial community.” 50 Strictly speaking, these strategies
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don’t exclude one another, and there is no reason to assume that activity on several fronts would
be problematic in itself. Rather, tensions may arise among alternative approaches, whereby
activities in one location end up constraining the possibility to effectively stage the controversy in
another, and this is the complication that Randeria highlights. Accordingly, it cannot be assumed
that various enactments of a controversy will co-exist peacefully: the performance of one
particular form and/or subject in a particular site can be expected to place constraints on the
possibility to perform the others. Where transnational advocacy is performed this may have
consequences for the possibility to enact national representative democracy; where the subject to
be included is the Indian people, this may have consequences for the possibility of global civil
society to assert itself as a democratic subject. In a lecture entitled “The displacement of
democracy,” the Dutch political scientist Mark Bovens discusses and accepts the criticism that this
notion wrongly suggests that when democracy appears in one location, it disappears altogether in
other places, and that it should be rechristened as “the proliferation of democracy.” 51 I would say
that the whole point of positing the multiplicity of the sites of politics and democracy is to resist
that wrong suggestion. But multiplicity does not entail that there is no danger that some locations
may be drained of democratic politics: the performance of democracy in one location may
constrain, for better or for worse, its performance in other places. The notion of a proliferation of
democracy fails to do justice to this situation.
A second way in which Mol’s definition of multiplicity can be extended is by pointing out
that the various sites, subjects and forms of democracy that emerge during a specific controversy
are partial and contested. 52 Here it becomes particularly clear why familiar understandings of the
democratic deficit become unsettled once we recognise that the sites of (democratic) politics
must be considered multiple. It means that none of the sites in which controversy is staged, and
none of the subjects and forms of democracy mobilised, can contain the democratic deficit. None
of these by themselves can provide the standard to which the controversy must live up for it to
deserve the label “democratic.” The democratic subjects that came to be defined as such as part
of the controversy over the Narmada dams must be considered partial subjects, insofar as each of
the subjects mentioned above, by themselves, cannot really stand in for the variety of subjects
that are implicated in the controversy. If we focus on the plight of the inhabitants of the Narmada
valley, for instance, we risk leaving out of account the subject position of the Indian people, in
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whose common interest these dams are arguably being built. On the other hand, if we single out
the India people as the democratic subject of the decision to built the dams, we fail to take into
consideration the actually resisting subject as it was organised in the Narmada valley, as well as
the networked subject of grassroots, national and transnational NGOs which advocated against the
Narmada dams on the international or global scene, et cetera. Taking into account the
transnational subject, however, entails the risk of failing to consider the demands made by actors
active in the region: as part of the advocacy campaigns of the transnational NGOs the issue at
stake in the controversy over the Narmada dams was increasingly defined as a problem of
corporate globalisation, and not so much as a problem of the absence of satisfactory
arrangements of resettlement and compensation, a point to which I will return. Relatedly, each of
these subject-definitions can be contested on the grounds mentioned above, or other ones.
Randeria suggests that due to foreign involvement in the Narmada dams, exemplified by that of
the World Bank, only a transnationally operating democratic subject would be capable of
effectively holding the powers behind the project to account. 53
A similar partiality and contestability can be observed with regard to the forms of
democracy enacted as part of the controversy over the Narmada dams. National representative
democracy can be criticised as an inappropriate arrangement for the processing of a transnational
affair like the Narmada dams. On the other hand, as was already pointed out, the shift of the
controversy to transnational fora may have prevented the Indian Parliament from proving its
worth. Also, transnational or grassroots protest and advocacy tactics can be dismissed as
procedurally unsound and epistemologically flawed — i.e. it is unclear which democratic procedure
is being enacted here, and how are we to know whether these social movements and NGO
representatives are speaking the truth? Of arguably democratic arrangements like the World Bank
Inspection Panel, it can be said that they principally serve purposes of legitimation, designed to
deflect criticism, and thus to avoid considering the specific demands for compensation and
resettlement made by the affected population.54 The question here is not whether each of these
critiques is justified or not. The point is rather that the various forms of democracy enacted as
part of the controversy over the Narmada dams must be considered partial, insofar as none of
them can stand in for the others, and each makes its own distinct contribution in terms of
democratising the controversy. But simultaneously, there exist good grounds for criticising each
one of them as insufficient to assure the democratic processing of this affair. So, just as the
controversy over the Narmada dams cannot be contained in any single forum, but instead is
enacted in multiple sites, neither can it be summed up in a single subject-position or a single
democratic form. Accordingly, accounts of the democratic deficits that foreground a single
53
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subject not taken into account, or a single form that has not been enacted as it should have been,
here become unsettled, to a degree. An appeal to any one of the democratic subjects and forms
mentioned above is ultimately insufficient to convincingly make the case that a democratic deficit
has occurred in the process of decision-making over the Narmada dams.
That singular democratic subjects and forms must be characterised as contested and
partial — that no single subject or form can contain the democratic deficit — tells us something
about the drama that democracy becomes, once we acknowledge the multiplicity of the sites of
politics. But what is this drama? Is it that for each enactment of a controversy in a given site,
partial democratic subjects and forms are mobilised, while others are excluded? That certainly
seems to be part of it, considering that the multiplicity of the subjects and forms of democracy
implies their relative optionality and relative exclusivity. When Tony Blair descended from his plane
upon arriving at Genoa for the G8 Summit in 2002, and was asked to comment on the heavy
protestor presence in the city, he said something along these lines: the British people are back
home, so these can’t be the people. And that seemed to be the end of it.
However, when we consider the multiplicity of sites for the performance of controversy,
another dramatic ingredient in such performances becomes visible: the fate of the issues at stake
in controversy. In reviewing the various enactments of the controversy over the Narmada dams,
besides the exclusion of subjects and the failure to enact certain forms of democracy, another
drama comes into view: the fact that some of the issues at stake in the controversy fell by the
wayside. With the shift of the controversy over the Narmada dams to transnational fora, the
issues of resettlement and compensation were marginalised. In order to understand the failure to
address an issue as indicative of a democratic deficit, definitions of the democratic deficit in terms
of excluded subjects and violated procedures will have to be modified. But to begin with the
Narmada dams controversy opens up this possibility: a democratic deficit may be said to occur,
not only when subjects are excluded and forms fail to be enacted, but also when issues fail to be
dealt with.
This is the possibility that I will explore in this thesis. This exploration takes as its point of
departure the proposition that in the context of the multiplicity of the sites of (democratic)
politics, the partiality, disputability, and relative optionality of subjects and forms of democracy
become visible. From this, it can be inferred that in the context of the multiplicity of the sites of
democracy, proposals for democratisation are intrinsically controversial, in the same way in which
democracy has been called an essentially contested notion.55 A second conclusion may also be
drawn. As definitions of the democratic deficit in terms of an absent or excluded subject and an
absent or violated form of democracy come under pressure under these circumstances, another
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dimension of the democratic deficit comes into view. This situation opens up for scrutiny another
element, besides the subjects and forms of democracy, that must be considered if we are to
determine when and where democratic deficits are occurring: the issues of politics. They may not
only provide a helpful guide to determining which subjects are to be taken into account as part of
decision-making on these issues — now that the set of actors affected by an issue cannot be
assumed to map onto a national political community as a matter of course. Just as importantly,
they may also provide part of the answer to the question of what is at stake in democratic
politics: not only the fate of subjects and forms, but also that of issues.

1.5 From displacements of politics to the politics of displacement
The suggestion that democratic deficits may have to be registered when issues fail to be
addressed, obviously raises the question why this would qualify as a problem of political
democracy, instead of as a problem with institutional practices of problem-solving. I will address
this question in the coming chapters. But here I want to take up one particular argument that
could be made with respect to the role of issues in democratic politics, as it is intimately related to
the thesis of the displacement of politics, and to the question of which particular version of this
thesis we would want to embrace. The argument could be made that democratic political practices
dedicated to issues, rather than to the inclusion of democratic subjects in politics, and/or the
implementation of the proper procedures, is a result of the displacement of politics. The argument
would then be that as politics is increasingly being displaced to sites beyond the reach of national
representative democracy, to the World Bank, and other intergovernmental institutions such as
those of the UN and the EU, and as democratic practices have followed suit, issues come to the
fore as the focal point of democracy. The exponential growth of trans-nationally operating NGOs,
since roughly the early 1990s, could be taken as indicative of this development, 56 and pleas for
the legitimacy of issue-oriented NGOs could be interpreted in this light. Thus, when Naomi Klein, a
Canadian journalist and spokesperson for the movement against neo-liberal globalisation states
that “the best NGOs are loyal to their causes, not to countries, and they aren’t afraid to blow the
whistle on their own governments,” 57 such a declaration could be taken to signal that political
democracy must now be understood as a set of practices dedicated to the settlement of issues.
Perhaps it would then even be said that after the displacement of politics, democracy is no longer
primarily about loyalty to a form of democracy, say representative democracy, and no longer
requires any strict allegiances of that sort. Nor is it any longer primarily about loyalty to a
democratic subject, say the Dutch people. From now on it is about issues.
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The account I present here is committed to a different line of reasoning. First of all, rather
than framing the allegiance to issues as it is evinced by NGOs as a recent development, I want to
argue that the role of issues as an object and source of democratic commitment becomes visible
once we acknowledge the displacement of politics. From such a standpoint, the fact that issues
now come into view as what is at stake in democracy does not yet tell us anything about the
extent to which they did or did not play such a role in the past. Secondly, the suggestion that the
displacement of politics constitutes some kind of epochal shift, in which politics, in a great
historical movement, moves from one location to the next, i.e. from the (inter-)national to the
transnational, may be questioned in a similar way. Rather than marking a condition, in which
politics is pursued in locations at a distance from the fora of national representative democracy,
the displacement of politics can also be understood as a specific political practice, one which has
become especially visible and/or noteworthy with the rise to prominence of transnational political
arenas. The understanding of the displacement of politics as practice is a distinguishing feature of
conceptualisations of this phenomenon in actor-network theory (ANT), the field of research that
evolved out of Science and Technology Studies. The versions of the thesis of the displacement of
politics that can be found in the work of Beck, Habermas and Held present it as a more or less
structural shift in the locations of politics, which occurs as part of a significant society-wide, or
even epoch-defining, development: the rise of the “risk society,” or the transition to the
“postnational constellation.” By contrast, the work of Latour on Pasteur’s discovery of the vaccine
discussed above describes a politics of displacement that is pursued in a particular practice,
namely laboratory science. In describing the displacement of politics in this way, Latour’s approach
is aligned with work done in a different field, the current in political science that goes by the name
of “agenda setting.” An important early representative of this line of work, the American political
scientist Eric Elmer Schattschneider, has described the displacement of politics as a particular
political strategy, pursued by actors in the context of governmental politics. His work is important,
not only because it provides an alternative to the idea that the displacement of politics present us
with a historical condition, in which one definition of democracy succeeds another. It also points
towards a specific understanding of how issues figure in the displacement of politics, and more
particularly, in attempts to address democratic deficits.
One important consequence of the conceptualisation of the politics of displacement as a
practice is that great displacements of politics, such as the shift from political to scientific
institutions, can now be understood as an effect of small displacements of specific things among
specific locations. In Latour’s account of the development of the anthrax vaccine by Louis Pasteur,
the shifting of politics from policy institutions to the laboratory is the result of a whole series of
intricate but nonetheless crucial displacements undertaken by Pasteur and his laboratory. To begin
with, Latour’s account makes clear that if Pasteur’s lab acquired political agency — the power to
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transform French society — this happened as a consequence of the displacement of a very
specific problem to the laboratory: the anthrax epidemic threatening French cattle. But this
specific displacement, in turn, can only be understood as the effect of a multitude of other yet
more specific and concrete displacements. Thus Latour describes how Pasteur went out to the
countryside to collect the microbes causing the disease and took them back to his lab, to
reproduce the disease on a small scale. I will not discuss the many other displacements that
Pasteur is said to have performed before he ended up with a working vaccine, but Latour argues
that only these specific displacements of specific things among specific locations can account for
the effect that at the end of the day the laboratory emerged as more “powerful” than
governmental bodies working on the issue of the anthrax epidemic.58
In a similar vein, in “Ontological Politics” Annemarie Mol has described shifts of the locus
of decision-making among different sites in a hospital. In her case study of the diagnosis and
treatment of anemia in Dutch hospitals, Mol describes how different arguments for or against
different forms of diagnosis may bring about the displacement of the decision for or against them
to different locations. Where the option of population screening is criticised on statistical grounds
(for producing false positives, for instance), the decision becomes a technical matter, to be
decided through epidemiology. Where diagnosis in the consultation room is favoured, for the
reason that it provides a diagnosis only when patients express their desire for one, the decision
becomes an explictly normative matter, since here “considerations about good and bad reasons for
treatment” 59 become decisive. Where the key question is considered to be which approach is
cheaper, it becomes a financial matter. Relying on a rather open-ended notion of “location,” Mol
argues that:
what [these arguments] do, each of them, is shift the site of the decision elsewhere: to
move it along. … They displace the decisive moment to places where, seen from here, it
seems no decision, but a fact. These places are respectively, the intricacies of
measurement techniques, considerations about good and bad reasons for treatment, and
health care budgets. 60

In Mol’s description too, displacement refers to a specific shift of a particular entity (in this case, a
decision about diagnosis) to particular locations (the epidemiology section, or the financial
department). In providing such descriptions of the displacement of politics as it occurs in practice,
actor-network theorists can be seen to enrich, undermine, and complicate the understanding of
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the displacement of politics as a great societal or historical development. The language of
displacement here is used to describe specific shifts in the location of particular entities, which
may or may not have displacements of a larger scale as an effect. 61
Besides framing the displacement of politics as a practical undertaking, the work of Latour
and Mol also opens up a particular answer to the question of what exactly is being displaced when
politics shifts among locations. Accounts of the displacement of politics to the transnational level
tend to focus on the displacement of decision-making. Ulrich Beck posits that the displacement of
politics brings along a transformation of power. According to him, actors operating in the social
and economic domain exert a particular kind of power that differs from that exerted by and within
political institutions: they exert “Gestaltungsmacht,” which can be imperfectly translated as “the
power to give shape.” By contrast, Latour’s study presents a whole range of specific things as
objects of displacement (microbes, hygienists, vaccines, etc.). But his account also highlights that
the displacements of these various entities among settings eventually resulted in the displacement
of the political problem of the anthrax epidemic to the laboratory: whereas this problem was first
located on the farms, in the veterinarian’s office, and the department of agriculture, now Pasteur’s
lab is the place to go to if you want to address it. Indeed, in Latour’s account Pasteur’s lab
acquires political agency – the power to transform French society — partly as a consequence the
displacement of the problem of the anthrax epidemic to the laboratory: those who wish to get rid
of the disease must now pass through Pasteur’s lab. And could Mol’s account not be read as
describing displacements of the issue of the diagnosis of anemia, displacements which would
transform it into a technical, moral or financial matter? It is at this point that the work of Eric
Elmer Schattschneider is crucial, since he has explicitly described politics as a set of strategies for
the displacement of issues. Schattschneider is known as one of the founding fathers of the field of
“agenda-setting” in political science, and we will encounter him in that capacity in the third
chapter. But what is relevant here is that in The Semisovereign People (1960) Schattschneider
developed a concept of the displacement in politics in which the issues of politics play a central
role. In this book he describes American governmental politics in terms of strategies pursued to
displace conflicts.
Schattschneider argues that attempts to limit the range of participants involved in a given
conflict, or, conversely, attempts to expand it, are the principal strategies of politics, because
these decide how the political community is carved up into factions. That is, Schattschneider
argues that the “choice” of the conflict that is allowed to organise the political community is the
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most important event in politics, because it determines the balance of power within a given
community to a large degree. He writes:
Political conflict is not like an intercollegiate debate in which the opponents agree in
advance on a definition of the issues. As a matter of fact, the definition of the alternatives
is the supreme instrument of power; the antagonists can rarely agree on what the issues
are because power is involved in the definition. He who determines what politics is about
runs the country, because the definition of the alternatives is the choice of conflicts, and
the choice of conflicts allocates power.62

The notion of displacement remains somewhat abstract in the work of Schattschneider: it refers
mostly to a substitution of (one set of) issues by others. But his argument does make an
important suggestion: issues form a key object of what is more appropriately called the politics of
displacement, since Schattschneider conceptualises displacement as a strategy that is constitutive
of politics. Moreover, Schattschneider comes to define the displacement of issues as the prime
strategy of democratic politics. He proposes that his distinction between attempts to limit the
range of participants in a conflict, and converse attempts to make it expand, maps onto the
distinction between an anti-democratic and a democratic politics.63
In The Semisovereign People Schattschneider places the distinction between the
proliferation and the containment of conflict at the heart of his theory of modern democratic
politics.64 For him, the proliferation of conflict — the enlargement of the collective of actors
involved in a particular dispute — is a democratising movement. While the containment of conflict
— the limiting of the parties involved in a dispute to a small set of actors — counts as an antidemocratic force. According to him, democratic politics consists of the struggle against the
containment of conflict. The proliferation of conflict is the democratic movement par excellence,
because it may lead to a reversal of the balance of power between the strong and the weak within
a given political community: when more actors get involved, the weak may find allies that make
them stronger in the face of actors in positions of influence. Precisely for this reason, those in
power tend to prefer to contain conflict, and to prevent its proliferation. If they succeed, the
strong by definition win against the weak, as established relations of force are then maintained.
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But when more and more actors become involved in the controversy, the weak may attach these
actors to their cause, to the point that the dividing lines in the political community may shift.
Schattschneider characterises democratic politics as a strategy in which the issues of
politics, i.e. what politics is about, are used as instruments in struggles for power. This reduction
of issues to mere means for the maintenance or acquisition of power does not give much credit to
the issues at stake in politics, and I will question this particular assumption of Schattschneider in
the coming chapters. But his proposition that democratic politics can be described as a set of
strategies for the displacement of issues provides a radical alternative to the conception of the
displacement of politics that today is rather more customary, namely as a structural shift in the
locations of decision-making. As the accounts provided in ANT, Schattschneider does not in first
instance present the displacement of politics as marking a new historical condition. He observes
these strategies at work in political practices going back to at least the late nineteenth century. 65
On the other hand, he developed his democratic theory to account for politics as it was pursued in
the context of the expansion of the United States government, as it took place, first, with the
nationalisation of American politics in the early 20 th century, and then, after the second World
War.66 Schattschneider thus presents the politics of displacement as a strategy that becomes
visible in a specific, complexified political context, but is not necessarily exclusive to it. Moreover,
he approaches the politics of displacement as a strategy that is at least in part constitutive of
politics, and not so much as something that happens to politics. Latour and Mol also suggest
something of the sort. In Latour’s account, the pursuit of a politics of displacement has as an
effect the acquisition of political agency by a given actor, and Mol suggest that the displacement
of decisions among sites in the hospital has a power effect: the displacement of decisions to
different sites puts constraints not only on how the issue is decided (technically, morally,
financially) but also on who gets to decide (a professional community, an ethics committee, or the
financial people?).
There is, of course, a big difference between the account of the political scientist
Schattschneider, in which displacements operate upon conflicts among political actors, and those
provided by ANT scholars, where non-human entities, such as a microbe or a vaccine, may form
the object of displacement. Also, Mol’s and Latour’s accounts of the displacement of politics are
to a large degree limited to latent “politics,” which is pursued without anyone necessarily
recognising it as politics (since it is done in the laboratory or the hospital). The conception of the
political that this implies can be questioned, for it suggests that things can have political effects in
and of themselves, that is, without these things having been defined as political in nature. That is,
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it entails a strangely naturalist understanding of politics.67 But if we read the work of Mol and
Latour through the lens of that of Schattschneider (and the other way around), it can be seen to
point towards an account of displacement as a practice that is constitutive of politics.
Displacement, then, should not in first instance be understood as something that happens to
politics as an institutional category, as the idea that globalisation compels the displacement of
politics to the global level wrongly suggests. Rather, a multitude of practices of displacement,
which operate on many different objects and in which a multitude of locations figure, may have
different distributions of agency as an effect — one of which, the rise to prominence of
transnational fora, has become especially visible today. 68 Moreover, the work of actor-network
theorists like Latour and Mol and that of the political scientist Schattschneider suggests that
issues count as a special object of the displacement of politics. Their work proposes to approach
the displacement of contested objects among locations as a movement from which political
agency may be derived.
Perhaps most interestingly, Schattschneider proposes that the displacement of issues
constitutes an especially crucial movement from the standpoint of democracy: by drawing a
political community into a controversy over a given issue, the relations of force between weaker
and stronger parties within that community may shift. Democratic politics may accordingly be
approached as a particular strategy of broadening the participation of actors in a given affair, i.e.
as the public-isation of issues. This suggestion must be explored further before its merits can be
judged. But this argument, as well as the work of Latour and Mol on the displacement of problems
in techno-scientific practices, may be taken as a helpful reminder from our particular vantage
point. As they present the displacement of issues as a practical move from which political agency
may be derived, they help to make clear that it would be a mistake to approach issues as the next
“big thing” to which democracy is dedicated — as it may be tempting to assume, when observing
the rise of issue-oriented NGOs that has accompanied political practices of the displacement of
issues to transnational sites of politics. To set up issues as the goal of (post-national) democratic
politics, as strictly distinguished from the means of politics, is to wrongly suggest that the
loyalties upheld in politics are pure and stable. Which is precisely what the ANT-informed accounts
of the politics of displacement discussed here warn against. They describe practices in which
displacements of issues are entangled with other developments, and in which means and ends can
accordingly not be clearly distinguished: as the issue of the anthrax epidemic was displaced to
Research in STS is usually labeled constructivist, because it highlights the work — performed in social
practices — which it takes to establish techno-scientific entities as “realities.” To consider things to be political
in and of themselves, without any work of politicisation having been performed, thus appears as an anomaly
with respect to the general principles put forward in this field. These questions about the conceptualisation of
the political in STS arose in challenging conversations with Emilie Gomart.
68
When we conceive of displacements as constitutive of politics, we also acknowledge that it is uncertain at
which level displacements will take effect. When issue-displacements are undertaken, it is not clear whether
they count as mere manoeuvrings in the margins, or have the potential to bring about social change.
67

29

Pasteur’s lab, this scientist made one of the discoveries of the century (the vaccine); the diagnosis
of anemia is entangled with the future of statistics as an important or not so important diagnostic
tool.

1.6 Conclusion
To understand the politics of displacement as a practice that is constitutive of politics provides a
good starting point to account for democratic deficits in a context in which the sites of
(democratic) politics must be considered multiple. In this context, it may be particularly fruitful to
focus on displacements of issues among various sites of politics, and of democracy. We may now
direct our attention at the ways in which issues are displaced among locations, and how this
enables or disables the enactment of democratic politics in a given location. To return to the
controversy over the Narmada dams, Shalini Randeria has described a specific issue-displacement
undertaken during this controversy, and she has drawn attention to the effects of this
displacement on the opportunities to pursue a democratic politics elsewhere. Randeria recounts
how the issues raised by the Narmada dams underwent re-definition when the affair was taken up
by international NGOs. Grassroots and national NGOs active in the region, she points out, had
focused their campaigns on the issues of resettlement and compensation of the affected
population. But as transnational civil society organisations took up the case of the Narmada dams,
and began targeting the World Bank and Western governments and corporations, the issues raised
by the dams were increasingly defined in terms of the social and environmental costs of
“corporate globalisation.” 69 The World Commission on Dams that was subsequently established, in
turn, principally focused on the “development effectiveness” of large dams. Richard Rogers and I
have elsewhere characterised such re-definitions of issues that occur during shifts in the location
of a controversy as “issue-drift.” 70 The particular case described by Randeria is especially
troubling, because the basic issue of resettlement and compensation to which locally operating
NGOs called attention appears to have remained unsettled up to this day. The Web site of Friends
of River Narmada, an international association, continues to provide regular news updates up to
the time of writing. It reports of villages submerged in August 2004, in Alirajpur villages in Madhya
Pradesh due to rising waters of the Sardar Sarovar dam reservoir, while effective arrangements for
resettlement and compensation are still not in place. And then there is the threat of further
submergence, because of plans to raise the level of the dam.71
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In retrospect, we can ask whether the displacement of the controversy over the Narmada
dams to international fora, and the shifts in the definition of the issues that it entailed, did not
undermine the capacities to perform a democratic politics of the Narmada dams. Certainly, the
history of this case is a complicated one, and it could be argued that the ruling by the Indian
Supreme Court, or rather its refusal to give a ruling, constitutes the critical moment of this
controversy. Still, its displacement to transnational fora had the result that local framings of the
issues at stake were marginalised from the controversy as it was enacted in global locations. The
displacement of controversy to the transnational domain does not seem to have brought the local
issues of resettlement and compensation any closer to a settlement. The question that I want to
explore in this thesis is whether the sad fate of such an issue, the failure to provide a settlement
for it, can be taken to signal the occurrence of a democratic deficit. The proposition that the
objects of politics play a crucial role in the enactment of democratic politics has recently been put
forward by authors working in ANT, and I will discuss this line of work in chapter four. But first I will
turn, in chapter two, to the debate between two classic authors, the American pragmatist thinkers
John Dewey and Walter Lippmann, who at the beginning of the 20 th century discussed the fate of
democracy in the technological society. In this debate, these two thinkers already put forward a
conception of political democracy in which issues figure prominently. They propose to understand
it as a practice in which publics adopt affairs which existing institutions prove unable to settle. The
work of Lippmann and Dewey thus proposes to conceive of attempts to address democratic
deficits as efforts to articulate issues that are at risk of being abandoned by existing institutions.
It invites us to explore whether democratic politics may be understood as a particular practice of
displacing issues to addressees that may take care of them. A democratic deficit could then be
said to occur when bad issue-displacements are undertaken, which lead issues away from, instead
of closer to, a settlement.
In exploring these arguments, this thesis will move away from a particular understanding
of the democratic deficit implied by some versions of the thesis of the displacement of politics:
the notion that a democratic deficit consists of a gap, or a disconnect, between the sites of
politics and the sites of democracy. Where democracy is concerned, it is tempting to define the
displacement of politics as a negative movement. We have seen that Ulrich Beck argued that the
displacement of politics to transnational fora is accompanied by a shift from a democratically
legitimated politics to a politics that engages in self-legitimation. Such an argument suggests that
the displacement of politics results in a loss of democracy, or more specifically, that it puts politics
at a distance from the sites where democracy is enacted. The definition of the democratic deficit
that Jürgen Habermas proposes as appropriate for the postnational constellation points towards a
similar conclusion. According to him, the lack of connections of transparency and consultation
between sites of politics and democracy constitute the principal democratic deficit in these
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circumstances. This particular framing of the problem of democracy leads to a particular framing
of the solution: the sites of politics and democracy must be reconnected, or even, the gap
between the two is to be stopped. The former solution is proposed by Habermas, the latter is at
some points embraced by Ulrich Beck, when he argues that the re-democratisation of displaced
politics ultimately requires the installation of strong representative mechanisms at the sites of the
displaced politics, like the institutions of the EU and the UN. Such proposals, I will come to argue in
this thesis, leave out of account many of the constraints on democratic politics that come into
view when we approach the displacement of politics as an on-going practice, and when we
consider the role of issues in the enactment of political democracy. Taking these constraints into
account, it becomes clear that the proposal to reduce or nullify the distance between the sites of
politics and those of democracy must be amended.
Something that could be called “the mobility of the political” then comes into view: once
politics has shifted to a specific location, it may move again, as when the controversy over the
Narmada dams moved to the World Bank, and then on to the Supreme Court of India.72 This is also
to say that once sites of democracy have been reconnected to the sites of displaced politics, or
once democratic arrangements would be implemented in those locations, politics may have to be
expected to shift to yet other locations, to sites where it is less troubled by requirements of
accountability, consultation, et cetera. The displacement of democracy to the sites of displaced
politics may help to spark further displacements of politics, something that NGOs refer to as
“forum shifting.” A second shortcoming of the proposal to address democratic deficits by reducing
or nullifying the distance between the sites of politics and those of democracy, emerges when we
take up the argument of Schattschneider, that democratic politics itself may be understood as a
particular strategy of the displacement of issues. As was discussed above, Schattschneider
proposes that democratic politics may be conceptualised as a process of the expansion of conflict,
by which more and more actors are drawn into a controversy, so that the balance of force
between the weak and the strong within a given political community may shift. This suggests that
democratic politics may require issue-displacements of its own, to different sites than those where
politics is currently being pursued. To put it bluntly, the sites where the strong pursue their
politics are not likely to be hospitable to the articulation of the issues of the weak. This may
therefore require the displacement of issues away from the sites of politics, and not towards
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The title of an article by the Dutch political scientist Mark Bovens, “De permanente verplaatsing van de
politiek" (“The permanent displacement of politics”), is instructive in this respect. This permanence of the
displacement of politics can be understood in two different senses: firstly, in the sense that politics has not
returned to the traditional fora, and continues to be pursued in the destinations of the displaced politics, and
this is what Bovens takes this phrase to mean. But it can also be taken to suggest that politics is in the
process of being displaced continuously among locations. To understand the displacement of politics as a
practice that is in part constitutive of politics is to opt for the latter interpretation, whereas the notion that
democracy is served by reducing the gaps between the sites of politics and those of democracy appears to
assume the former to be correct. Bovens, “De Permanente verplaatsing van de politiek,” 14-15.
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them. To further explore the account of democratic politics as a particular practice of the
displacement of issues, and to see how the democratic deficit may be conceptualised as a type of
issue-displacement that moves the issue away from a settlement, I now turn to the debate
between Walter Lippmann and John Dewey. Their work is absolutely crucial, if we are to appreciate
the part that issues play in the emergence of a democratic deficit, and in occasioning democratic
politics.
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2 . A crucial proposition of the Lippmann-Dewey debate

2.1 Introduction
In his review of Public Opinion (1922), the book by the American journalist Walter Lippmann,
the American philosopher John Dewey points out that the book exposes “the aversion of
democracy to foreign entanglements.” 1 In making this point, Dewey carefully paraphrases
Lippmann’s argument — the only option in reviewing this book, Dewey says, since the “book is
so integral that it is its own summary.” 2 But in summarising Lippmann’s undertaking in this way
in his eight-page review, Dewey singles out a key protagonist in Public Opinion: the complex
affairs that permeated the society of their day, the United States in the first half of the
twentieth century. In this context, Lippmann observes, politics must deal with extremely
complicated and widely distributed issues: the American intervention in the Great War, the
lowering of wages in the American steel industry, the management of mining resources.
According to him, this forces us to radically rethink the classic modern concept of democracy,
which models this mode of government on the ways in which small-scale agricultural
communities managed their affairs, as in New England towns. In technological societies,
Lippmann argues, socially cohesive communities can no longer be posited as the prime locus of
democracy, due to the complexity and distributed nature of public affairs. Indeed, Lippmann’s

Public Opinion, and the sequel to this work that he published a few years later, The Phantom
Public, can be read as an attempt to reconfigure the concept of democracy, so as to
accommodate the “foreign entanglements” for which the classic modern concept of
democracy has no place. And so can The Public and its Problems (1927), the work of political
philosophy that John Dewey wrote in response to Lippmann’s two books.
Discussions of what in political theory has become known as the Lippmann-Dewey
debate tend to foreground the opposition between the solutions that Lippmann and Dewey
proposed for the problem that the proliferation of complex issues in technological societies
posed for democracy. It is emphasised that Lippmann advocated toning down our expectations
of public participation in politics, while Dewey called for the invigoration of participatory
democracy. In such accounts, Lippmann represents the technocratic solution: he made the
case that due to the complexity of current affairs governmental decision- and policy-making
must have a strong component of expert advice, and allow for only a limited role for citizen
consultations. This sobering argument is then contrasted with Dewey’s radical proposal that
the constraints on politics in technological societies precisely require an expansion of
democracy. Dewey not only argued that it is very well possible to develop procedures for
public debate that enable citizens to form pertinent opinions about the “difficult” public affairs
Dewey, review of Public Opinion, 338.
Dewey, review of Public Opinion, 337. Compare Lippmann, Public Opinion, 171 (hereafter cited in text as
PO).
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of his day. He also posited that the intelligence that good decision-making requires will only
become available when knowledge-formation by experts is matched by citizen participation in
public debates on current affairs. Readings that foreground these strands of argument of the
Lippmann-Dewey debate, however, tend to downplay a striking similarity between the
arguments developed by these two thinkers, which I hinted at above. Both Lippmann and
Dewey conceptualised democratic politics as a particular practice of issue formation.
This is the proposition that I want to explore in this chapter, to see how it can be put
to use to account for the failures and successes of democratic politics in the context of the
displacement of politics that I explored in the previous chapter. Of course, we should keep in
mind that Lippmann and Dewey developed their arguments almost a century ago, and we will
see that some of their observations and propositions must be updated. On the other hand, our
present condition resembles the one described by these two thinkers to an astonishing degree.
Lippmann and Dewey singled out the rise of “the Great Society” as the circumstance that
necessitated a reworking of the concept of democracy. This term was coined by a mentor of
Walter Lippmann, Graham Wallas, and referred to the society created by the industrial
revolution and the media revolution: one in which people are enmeshed in “vast and impersonal
webs of interdependent relationships.” 3 Or as Dewey put it more plainly, this society stands
out from others because it includes “the radio, the railway, telephone, telegraph, the flying
machine, and mass production.” 4 Now, where Lippmann and Dewey say “flying machine,” we
can say “low-cost airlines.” Where they say “typewriter,” we can say “computer.” Where they
say “radio,” we can say “wireless” (a word Lippmann and Dewey used to describe the radio, of
course). Our technological societies look very much like theirs, to the point that contemporary
historians have now begun to redescribe events of the beginning of the 20th century in terms
of today’s catchwords: “globalisation” and “communications and information revolution.” 5
Indeed, the notion of the Great Society can retrospectively be read as a synonym for
globalisation.
Lippmann and Dewey emphasise that in the Great Society public affairs are prone to
transgress the boundaries of existing communities. For them, the proliferation of “foreign
entanglements” is the key circumstance that compels a re-conceptualisation of democracy in
the twentieth century. We have seen in the previous chapter that globalisation, in its
consequences for democracy, can equally be understood in terms of the proliferation of issues
that overflow the boundaries of existing political units.6 There I also argued that boundaryWestbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy, 300, 307.
Quoted in Ryan, Dewey and the High Tide of Liberalism, 286.
5
See for example Stevenson, Cataclysm, 5.
6
A brief note on globalisation: to reject the idea that the displacement of politics to the global level
presents a new historical condition, is to reject the idea that when it comes to politics, globalisation marks
the rise of a fourth type of political community that would supersede the local, the regional and the
national. Such an understanding not only wrongly suggests that boundary-crossing issues announce the
displacement of politics as an institutional category to a different level. Such issues, I want to argue, also
make it difficult if not impossible to neatly separate different “levels” of politics. Boundary-crossing issues
jointly implicate actors and things that exist in local, regional, national and global places, something that
precisely turns such distinctions into a problem.
3
4
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crossing issues should not only be appreciated as an occasion for the displacement of politics
beyond national democratic arrangements. As politics shifts among locations, not only to
global institutions, but also to local places and to national arenas, the existence of different
sites of democracy and politics can no longer be understood in pluralist terms, as a set of
spheres existing in parallel. In this context, it becomes problematic to uphold a singular
procedure or a singular subject as a standard by which to judge whether political processes
qualify as democratic: familiar understandings of the democratic deficit become unsettled.
However, as definitions of the democratic deficit that posit singular subjects and singular
procedures come under pressure, another dimension of democratic politics becomes visible,
that of issue formation. Walter Lippmann and John Dewey were the first to conceptualise
democracy as a practice dedicated to finding a settlement for affairs. Their work may be of
great help if we are to develop a definition of the democratic deficit that does justice to the
role of issues in the staging of political democracy. To explore how their work can inform such
a definition, we must begin by extricating Lippmann’s and Dewey’s descriptions of democratic
politics as a practice of issue formation, from the many strands of argument that run through
this debate.

2.2 Disentangling the Lippmann-Dewey debate
The story of the Lippmann-Dewey debate is often told as a story of a good guy taking on a
bad guy, i.e. as the story of a radical democrat who saved the ideal of participatory democracy
from the attacks of an elitist on this ideal. If we look at Lippmann and Dewey as historical
characters, there are good grounds for such a reading. Lippmann was a sharp and ambitious
journalist fascinated with the power of the state, whereas Dewey was a lucid and modest
philosopher very much interested in the practices of everyday life. The title that Lippmann’s
biographer, Ronald Steel, gave to the prologue of his book Walter Lippmann and the American

Century (1980) gives us a telling impression of this man: “The Name That Opened Every
Door.” Steel illustrates this characterisation by citing a diary note that Lippmann made during
a trip to Greece in the mid-1950’s: “Saw the King, the prime minister, etc. — the usual
people.” 7 Dewey, by contrast, is the philosopher committed to everyday practices as the site
and object of social reform. The most impressive indication of this is that he helped found an
elementary school — with the beautiful name The Laboratory School — and served as its
director for almost ten years. 8 As his biographer Robert Westbrook put it, “Dewey was
primarily interested in the democratisation of social institutions other than the state – the
school and the factory in particular.” 9 The stark difference between the personae of the two

Steel, Walter Lippmann and the American Century, xvi.
Westbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy, 97–112.
9
Westbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy, 321. Richard Bernstein notes in his John Dewey: “At
the turn of the century, [Dewey] clearly expressed his faith in the school as the most effective means for
social progress and for developing the virtues required for a creative, democratic community.” Bernstein,
John Dewey, 43.
7

8
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authors that speaks from their biographies, also tends to be emphasised in readings of their
debate over the fate of democracy in the Great Society. Lippmann emerges from these
readings as a proponent of technocratic government, and Dewey as the visionary of a fully
democratic society to come.
This, for example, is how the British political theorist Alan Ryan presents the
Lippmann-Dewey debate in his John Dewey and the High Tide of American Liberalism (1995):
In Public Opinion and The Phantom Public, [Lippmann] argued that public affairs were
beyond the comprehension of the average man and woman and that good government
could be had only by allowing disinterested experts to exercise a preponderant power
over government. Accountability to an uninformed mass was useless. Dewey replied in
The Public and Its Problems, a polemically shrewd assault on Lippmann’s increasingly
elitist view of politics.10
The drift of Lippmann’s ideas was towards a hope that everyday government might
fall into the hands of a disinterested elite who would enjoy the acquiescence, if not the
intelligent support, of a public whose lives were at least smoothly and benignly
managed. The role of the public in all this was then to act as a sort of latent presence
ready to push its betters back to the strait and narrow if they strayed.
This, of course, was exactly what Dewey was against. Whatever “Deweyian
democracy” might be — and it was an elusive thing to describe in positive terms — it
must involve the active participation of every American on terms of free, open, and
equal communication.11

The American social and political philosopher Richard Bernstein, who together with Richard
Rorty helped to re-establish Dewey’s pragmatism as a promising avenue of philosophical inquiry
in a time when positivism still dominated important American philosophy, also stresses
Dewey’s commitment to the democratisation of social life, over against the then fashionable
sceptical attitude towards democracy that went under the name “democratic realism” and of
which Lippmann was an important representative.
In The Public and Its Problems, which was written in part as a response to the
beginnings of elitist conceptions of democracy, Dewey called for a radicalization of
democracy, for a reconstruction of local communities, for a revitalization of public life.
In Arendt’s phrase, he called for a cultivation of those “public spaces” where “debate,
discussion, and persuasion” would become manifest.12

While the opposition between elitism and “participationism” is by far the most
laboured line in sketches of the Lippmann-Dewey debate,13 many accounts also note a
convergence between the arguments of these two thinkers. Dewey, it is often acknowledged,

Ryan, Dewey and the High Tide of Liberalism, 209.
Alan Ryan, Dewey and the High Tide of Liberalism, 217.
12
Bernstein, “Dewey, Democracy: The Task Ahead,” 48–59, 56.
13
See also John Durham Peters’ account of the debate: “Lippmann argued that such complexity [of public
affairs] required shifting the burden of rule from the people to the experts.” While “[Dewey] aimed for the
invigoration of communication on a large scale to correct for the loss of “immediate community of
experience.”” Peters, Speaking Into Air, 12, 18. The American political theorist Matthew Festenstein points
out that Dewey wrote The Public and Its Problems against two enemies: Mill’s utilitarianism and Lippmann’s
elitism. Festenstein, Pragmatism and Political Theory, 82.
10
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agreed with Lippmann’s diagnosis of the sorry state of democracy in the American society of
their day. Thus, Alan Ryan observes:
Two books recorded Lippmann’s increasing disillusionment with American democracy
as actually practiced, Public Opinion in 1922 and The Phantom Public in 1925.…The
basic argument is simple, however, and the same in both books. To the extent that
American democracy is supposed to be government in response to a coherent public
opinion, in which the public at large forms a view of the good of the country, and
politicians are kept up to the mark by the public’s ability to have that view enforced,
American democracy is a wholesale failure. …
The difficulty for readers of The Public and Its Problems, the book Dewey
published in 1927, after two brief squaring of accounts with Lippmann in short reviews
of his two books, is that Dewey accepted most of Lippmann’s complaints against the
existing order of things. … Dewey was not concerned to argue that American
democracy was in good shape, but that it could be got into good shape.
He did, however, claim that the public was not, even now, quite hopeless.
Dewey thought that Lippmann’s criticisms of contemporary democracy were those of
a disappointed idealist, and part of Dewey’s response was that the public often did the
kind of job Lippmann wanted doing, and did it not too badly. 14

Note that Ryan refers to the convergence between Lippmann’s and Dewey’s accounts of the
decrepit state in which American democracy finds itself as a “difficulty.” He presents the
agreement between two characters who are otherwise known as “the democrat who takes on
the elitist” as an anomaly that should be prevented from obfuscating the picture. On the other
hand, the fact that Lippmann and Dewey agree as to the diagnosis of actually existing
democracy in the United States does not have to affect the opposition between their
respective solutions for the problems of democracy that trouble their country, and this is the
line that some commentators follow. As the American political theorist Matthew Festenstein
puts it, Dewey agreed with Lippmann’s diagnosis, but he wanted to block his technocratic
solution.15
However, the convergences between the analyses of Lippmann and Dewey. I want to
argue, go well beyond the fact that Dewey agreed with Lippmann’s diagnosis of actually
existing democracy in the United States. In this chapter I want to show that Dewey and
Lippmann did not merely agree on the verdict on the state of American democracy, but also
developed strikingly similar critiques of the modern theory of democracy. In their respective
books Lippmann and Dewey came to question the standards by which actually existing
democracy is to be judged, and in doing so they made similar arguments. Moreover, in the light
of these critiques, the two authors began to develop alternative conceptions of political
democracy that in many respects resemble one another. In his biography of Dewey, Robert
Westbrook emphasises that Lippmann and Dewey were influenced by each other’s work.
Lippmann’s proposal to base governmental decisions and policies on expert knowledge was
deeply informed by Dewey’s writings on applied social science.16 And Dewey drew on Lippmann
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Ryan, Dewey and the High Tide of Liberalism, 216-217.
Festenstein, Pragmatism and Political Theory, 83.
Westbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy, 299.
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in his attempt to explain the divergences between actually existing democracy and his own
democratic ideals:
It remained for [Dewey] to explain how the culture’s habits, institutions, and
“established interacting arrangements” had caused this failure [of a society such as
the United States to approximate Dewey’s ideals for a democratic polity]. For help in
formulating such an explanation he turned to the democratic realist with whom he had
the greatest affinity, Walter Lippmann, trading on Lippmann’s descriptions and
explanations of the plight of democracy while rejecting his solutions to it.17

Indeed, in The Public and Its Problems Dewey himself explicitly recognises that Lippmann’s
work informs his broader account of democracy in the technological society, and not just his
diagnosis of the bad state in which it found itself at that time. A footnote in the middle of this
book reads:
See Walter Lippmann’s “The Phantom Public.” To this as well as to his “Public Opinion,”
I wish to acknowledge my indebtedness, not only as to this particular point, but for
ideas involved in my entire discussion even when it reaches conclusions diverging from
his.18

At the end of this chapter I will discuss the divergences between Lippmann and Dewey’s
conclusions (and not their “solutions”). But in order to appreciate the similarities between the
undertakings of Lippmann and Dewey, it is crucial to recognise that different, partly
inconsistent, lines of reasoning can be discerned in both Lippmann’s and Dewey’s accounts of
the fate and future of democracy in technological societies. Once we concentrate on the
different strands of their respective arguments, instead of comparing their problem definitions
and the solutions they propose, we begin to see a different kind of convergence between their
works than those mentioned above.
To begin disentangling these different strands, in the two books by Walter Lippmann a
contrast can be found between the descriptive and prescriptive passages. In the latter
passages, Lippmann makes the argument that practices of opinion formation and decisionmaking in the Great Society cannot possibly live up to the modern ideal of democracy, and
concludes that this ideal should therefore be laid to rest. In the former (descriptive) passages,
on the other hand, Lippmann seeks to characterise the practices of opinion formation and
decision-making that characterise actual political life in the Great Society. In these passages,
he comes to attribute great importance to the articulation of public affairs as a dimension of
political democracy. Regarding Dewey’s The Public and Its Problems, Matthew Festenstein
points out that the book presents two distinct accounts of democracy that are “different in
structure and scope.” As Festenstein puts it, the first account “introduces democracy as ideal
of communal life,” while the second account is concerned with “the political machinery of
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Westbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy, 294.
Dewey, The Public and Its Problems, 116–117 (hereafter cited in text as PP).
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democracy.” 19 In these two accounts, Dewey can be seen to practice two different modes of
theorising. The first account, in which Dewey defines democracy as participation in community
life, has the form of a moral theory. It outlines the conditions for the self-realisation of
individuals that community life provides. By contrast, he first presents his account of the
political machinery of democracy as part of his historical analysis of state formation with which

The Public and Its Problems opens. This account has the form of what Festenstein poignantly
calls a “potential explanation:” “an account which hopes that we may learn much from seeing
how the state could have arisen, even if it didn’t arise in that way.” 20 Here Dewey
conceptualises public involvement in politics as a process of issue formation, and in doing so
he can be seen to build further on Lippmann’s work.
From my earlier discussion of some of the literature on the Lippmann-Dewey debate, it
is clear that this debate is not customarily approached as an exchange in which two
philosophers with different normative leanings undertake a similar re-conceptualisation of
democracy. Even Dewey’s speculative history of state formation is by some commentators
appreciated mainly for developing a democratic ideal that refutes Lippmann’s critique of the
modern concept of democracy. 21 In what follows I want to show that there is something to
gain by allowing ourselves to temporarily do without the normative security that can be
derived from siding with a democratic idealist against a mere realist. When we read Dewey’s
speculative history of state formation and Lippmann’s descriptions of processes of knowledge, opinion- and decision-making around public affairs together, we begin to see the attempts of
two thinkers to take seriously the constraints on the enactment of political democracy in the
society of their time.

2.3 Zooming in on the objects of democratic politics
In order to understand how Lippmann and Dewey came to attribute an important role to issues
in the organisation of democratic politics, it is necessary to return to the diagnoses that these
two authors gave of the problems troubling democracy in the technological society of their
day. It is namely as part of these diagnoses, that the type of affairs that form the object of
politics in these societies comes into view as a key factor in determining the success or failure
of political democracy in this context.
As was mentioned above, Walter Lippmann must be given credit for initially developing
the diagnosis that the Great Society meant trouble for American democracy, a diagnosis which
Dewey subsequently took over from him. So let’s first turn to Lippmann’s analysis of the
19

According to Festenstein, both accounts “serve to counter Lippmann’s elitism.” From what follows, it
will be clear that I do not agree. Dewey’s theory of state formation follows is very similar to the account of
public involvement in politics that Lippmann had provided. But Dewey succeeded in taking the modesty
out of the concept of democracy that Lippmann argued we should settle for, and turned it into a concept
of strong democracy. But because Dewey draws heavily on Lippmann in doing so, it makes no sense to
speak of a victory of the former over the latter. Festenstein, Pragmatism and Political Theory, 83.
20
Festenstein, Pragmatism and Political Theory, 84.
21
Matthew Festenstein interprets Dewey’s theory of state formation in this way. I discuss this
interpretation in section six of this chapter.

40

trouble. This analysis begins, in Public Opinion, with the observation that in technological
societies, assumptions as to what is the object of public debate or decision-making turn out
to be problematic. Here, the “what of politics,” to use the phrase of Annemarie Mol, is not selfevident, and cannot be assumed to be known by everyone. And it may be dangerous to
assume that it is. Lippmann’s Public Opinion opens with an example that highlights this
circumstance.
There is an island in the ocean where in 1914 a few Englishmen, Frenchmen, and
Germans lived. No cable reaches the island, and the British mail steamer comes by but
once in sixty days. In September it had not yet come, and the islanders were still
talking about the latest newspaper which told about the approaching trial of Madame
Cailleaux for the shooting of Gaston Calmette. It was, therefore, with more than usual
eagerness that the whole colony assembled at the quay on a day in mid-September to
hear from the captain what the verdict had been. They learned that for over six weeks
now those of them who were English and those of them who were French had been
fighting in behalf of the sanctity of treaties against those of them who were Germans.
For six strange weeks they had acted as if they were friends when in fact they were
enemies. (PO, 3)

After these opening lines, Lippmann goes on to point out that most of the population of
Europe found itself in a similar situation. People in Europe too found themselves at a distance
from events in which their lives were nevertheless caught up. Their knowledge of what sparked
the first World War was as indirect as that of the islanders, mediated by reports that took a
while to reach them. Their conversations too were oriented to a reported environment (and
not just their verbal exchanges: Lippmann stresses that “men were making goods that they
would not be able to ship, buying goods that they weren’t able to import” (PO, 3)). Moreover,
during the first World War it was not just “the people” who miscontrued the current state of
affairs; the protagonists of the war did so as well. Indeed, the events of the war itself,
Lippmann points out, can to a significant degree be understood as the outcome of actions
that were oriented towards mediated objects — objects made up of reports from the front
and communiqués by the enemy, et cetera — which in hindsight turned out to be partly
fictional.
Lippmann had covered the first World War as a journalist. However, after the war he
found that the confusions that arise from engaging with mediated objects could not simply be
put down to the celebrated “fog of war.” Peacetime politics, Lippmann observed, were
permeated by an all too similar fogginess. The absence of war didn’t change the fact the
readers of newspapers and the decision-makers over in Washington had to deal with a
complex, mediated environment: a strike in a Pittsburgh steel factory, diplomatic relations with
“the Far East” (PO, 218, 239, 240). In these cases as well, it could not be assumed that the
object of politics is known by those involved in public debate or political decision-making.22 It
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As Alan Ryan puts it, “[Lippmann] fretted that politicians were as irrational, as volatile, as ignorant, and
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led Lippmann to make the following drastic inference: if it cannot be assumed that those
involved in the debate have a good grasp of the affairs under discussion, then it cannot be
expected that the opinions and preferences that they form about them are pertinent. But in a
democracy these opinions and preferences are precisely supposed to inform decision-making.
The object of politics thus emerges as a problem for democracy.
A second observation that led Lippmann — and Dewey, too, as we will see — to focus
on the role of the objects of politics in the enactment of democracy, is the observation that
modern conceptions of democracy have no place for the type of complex, mediated affairs
around which, Lippmann had shown, so much of contemporary politics revolved. He came to
argue that what he calls “the matrix of modern democracy” makes it seem that this form of
government can only thrive there where the objects of politics are familiar to all. Thus
Lippmann focused his attention, as was highlighted in the introduction, on “democracy’s
aversion to foreign entanglements.” In Public Opinion, he presents his own particular version of
the history of the founding of modern democracy to explain this.
The modern democratic ideal, Lippmann observes, was designed in the 18th century
to counter the aristocratic prejudice that only some men were fit to govern. To combat that
assumption, founding fathers of democracy like Thomas Jefferson came to posit that “every
man is an administrator and legislator by nature” (PO, 164). Lippmann calls this the idea of
spontaneous democracy: the notion that the desire and competence to manage one’s own
affairs is present in each man; they only need to well up from inside for the natural governor in
men to come out. But it quickly became clear, Lippmann points out, that for men to perform
the role of governor, and to prove naturally capable of managing their own affairs, one
condition had to be in place: it only worked if the scene of action was confined to the world
known by these men. As Lippmann put it in his own inimitable way:
The democratic tradition is therefore always trying to see a world where people are
exclusively concerned with affairs of which the causes and effects all operate within
the region they inhabit. Never has democracy been able to conceive itself in the
context of a wide and unpredictable environment.… And although democrats
recognize that they are in contact with external affairs, they see quite surely that
every contact outside the self-contained group is a threat to democracy as originally
conceived. That is a wise fear. If democracy is to be spontaneous, the interests of
democracy must remain simple, intelligible, and easily managed.... The environment
must be confined within the range of every man’s direct and certain knowledge. (PO,
171)
Jefferson was right in thinking that a group of independent farmers comes nearer to
fulfilling the requirements of spontaneous democracy than any other human society.
But if you are to preserve the ideal, you must fence off these ideal communities from
the abominations of the world. If the farmers are to manage their own affairs, they
must confine affairs to those they are accustomed to managing. Jefferson drew all the
logical conclusions. He disapproved of manufacture, of foreign commerce, and a navy,
of intangible forms of property, and in theory of any form of government that was not
centered in the small self-governing group. (PO, 170)
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Modern democracy requires a small, enclosed community for it to work, a bit like the one living
on “an island in the ocean” that Lippmann described in the opening sentences of Public Opinion
(except that it didn’t quite work there). Lippmann’s origin history can be read as an
explanation of the often-noted fact that it is especially hard to bring matters of foreign policy
under democratic control. But, interestingly, Lippmann doesn’t explain this difficulty in terms
of the need for secrecy in these matters, the complexity of inter-state relations, or the great
size of “enlarged” political communities, as is more customary. He highlights the fact that
modern democracy has no place for strange, complex, entangled objects of concern. Or at
least its theory doesn’t.
This then raises the question of whether it is necessary to remain committed to this
theory.

2.4 Complexity is not the problem
In The Public and Its Problems, John Dewey follows Walter Lippmann in singling out the kind of
issues that, in technological societies, are especially troubling from the standpoint of
democracy. As part of his theory of state formation, Dewey observes that such issues pose a
serious problem for democracy, because they make it impossible for the public to organise
itself. With changes in the technological equipment of social life, Dewey notes, the nature of
the affairs that require political intervention also changes. Such changes, he argues, easily
result in a mismatch between the established forms of political organisation in a given epoch,
and the type of issues which political institutions are supposed to address:
Industry and inventions in technology, for example, create means which alter the
modes of associative behavior and which radically change the quantity, character, and
place of impact of their indirect consequences.
These changes are extrinsic to political forms, which, once established, persist
of their own momentum. The new public which is generated remains inchoate,
unorganized, because it cannot use inherited political agencies. The latter, if elaborate
and well institutionalized, obstruct the organization of the new public. (PP, 30-31)

However, before further exploring Dewey’s account of the problem of democracy in a
technological society, it should first be made clear how Lippmann and Dewey dealt with the
discrepancy that was first noted by Lippmann, between the modern theory of democracy and
the type of issues that actually proliferate in technological societies. In framing the problem of
democracy in technological societies as he does in the above quotation, Dewey already relies
on a concept of political democracy that diverges on a number of crucial points from its
modern version.
As for Lippmann’s attitude towards the mismatch between the modern conception of
democracy and political practices in the Great Society, two different — and partly inconsistent
— strands of argument can be discerned in his account of the fate of democracy in the
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technological society. Lippmann was markedly ambivalent as to whether the modern
democratic ideal should be upheld, even after having declared its impracticability, or whether
an alternative conception could be developed. In the first case, democracy acquires the status
of an impossible ideal, which for a strict pragmatist like Lippmann implied that it could no
longer serve as a guide to practice. In the second case, precedence is given to practices of
public involvement in politics, and any tenable concept of democracy is then required to do
justice to such practices. In Public Opinion and The Phantom Public (1927) there are traces of
both strategies. The first book mainly follows the first strategy: in the closing chapter
Lippmann concludes from the impracticability of the modern democratic ideal that it must be
put to rest, and the age of strong democracy must be declared to be over. In The Phantom

Public Lippmann is less faithful to the ideal which he has shown to put demands on practice
that it cannot possibly satisfy. 23
In the first book, Lippmann takes the untenability of the modern ideal of democracy in
the context of the Great Society to signal the end of democracy. There he remains committed
to the modern concept of democracy, when he posits that democracy requires that citizens
are competent judges of public affairs and, accordingly, that their environment is known to
them. The fate of democracy in the Great Society is then decided by whether or not these
conditions can be made to hold here: a question that Lippmann answers in the negative. He
concluded:
In the absence of institutions and education by which the environment is so
successfully reported that the realities of public life stand out sharply against selfcentered opinion, the common interests very largely elude public opinion entirely, and
can be managed only by a specialized class. (PO, 195)

To leave no room for misunderstanding, Lippmann explicitly states that the absence of the
conditions for democracy spelled out by the moderns in the society of his day, can not be
understood as a temporary pathology that may be remedied in the future:
There is no prospect, in any time that we can conceive, that the whole invisible
environment will be so clear to all men that they will spontaneously arrive at sound
public opinions on the whole business of government. (PO, 197)

Accordingly, Lippmann concludes in Public Opinion, government based on expertise is the best
we can hope for with respect to technological societies:
Social control depends upon devising standards of living and methods of audit by
which the acts of public officials and industrial directors are measured. We cannot
ourselves inspire or guide all these acts, as the mystical democrat has always
imagined. But we can steadily increase our own control over these acts by insisting
23

That is also to say that I cannot agree with Alan Ryan’s suggestion that the arguments in both books
are basically the same.
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that all of them shall be plainly recorded and their results objectively measured. (PO,
197)

In The Phantom Public, on the other hand, Lippmann no longer affirms but questions
the tenability of the conditions for democracy set out by the modern classic ideal of
democracy. In a crucial move, he breaks with the assumptions that democracy requires
intelligibility of public affairs and access to accurate information. He now finds that the
formation of pertinent opinions by the people does not depend on this; to the contrary:
[I]t is in controversies of this kind, the hardest controversies to disentangle, that the
public is called in to judge. Where the facts are most obscure, where precedents are
lacking, where novelty and confusion pervade everything, the public in all its unfitness
is compelled to make its most important decisions. The hardest problems are problems
which institutions cannot handle. They are the public’s problems.24

With this proposition, Lippmann rejects the notion that for democracy to work, i.e. for the
public to be productively involved in politics, it is necessary that citizens are competent judges
on public affairs and have access to high quality information. Moreover, he now suggests that,
far from only constituting an obstacle to democratic politics, “foreign entanglements” must
also be appreciated as occasioning for public involvement in politics. The emergence of a
strange, unfamiliar, complex issue, he posits in The Phantom Public, is an enabling condition for
democratic politics. That is, he proposes that precisely those problems which in the modern
view could not be solved democratically, the strange and unfamiliar ones, are the most suitable
candidates for a democratic solution. When problems arise that are complex (“hard to
disentangle”) and about which information is lacking (“the facts are obscure”), the opportunity
for a public to engage in politics opens up. Simple and familiar issues have become, in
Lippmann’s account, the least important, the least suitable, and least interesting type of
problems, if the point is to engage in democratic politics. Why? Because simple, “manageable”
problems can be expected to be taken care of by existing institutions, and by the social
groupings which encounter them. For “foreign entanglements” this is not the case. They
require something else if they are to be taken care of: a public.
In The Public and Its Problems, John Dewey is rather less inconsistent with his own
arguments than Lippmann. As was mentioned above, his book too explores distinct lines of
reasoning. The differences between Dewey’s moral theory of democracy and his speculative
history of state formation will be discussed below. Here I want to highlight a different
divergence that can be found in his book, namely between those passages in which he remains
close to the modern conception of political democracy as a community of competent actors
that are able to collectively manage their joint affairs, and other passages in which he explicitly
breaks with this notion. In the later parts of the book, Dewey presents a vision of democracy
that is in line with the Jeffersonian ideal, proposing to understand it as a process in which
24
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capable actors form reliable opinions about public affairs. In what is arguably the most famous
proposition of The Public and Its Problems — the one that is placed in the forefront in readings
that celebrate Dewey’s participationism — Dewey presents inclusive public debate among
citizens, on the basis of adequate information provided by experts, as the solution to the
problem of democracy in the technological society:
The essential need, in other words, is the improvement of the methods and conditions
of debate, discussion, and persuasion. That is the problem of the public. We have
asserted that this improvement depends essentially upon freeing and perfecting the
processes of inquiry and the dissemination of their conclusions. Inquiry, indeed, is a
work which devolves upon experts. But their expertness is not shown in framing and
executing policies, but in discovering and making known the facts upon which the
former depend.... It is not necessary that the many should have the knowledge and
skill to carry on the needed investigation; what is required is that they have the ability
to judge of the bearing of the knowledge supplied by others upon common concerns.
(PP, 208-209)

This passage can easily be read as providing a recipe for implementing in the Great Society the
conditions for democracy set out by the Jeffersonian theory. Expertise, it could be said, here
serves the purpose of re-installing artificially in the technological society the conditions for
democracy that were assumed to exist naturally in the modern conception: a known
environment, in which citizens may perform the role of competent judges of affairs. Such a
reading, however, does not do justice to the extensive re-workings of the concept of
democracy that Dewey undertakes in this book.
Richard Bernstein wrote that “Dewey was no sentimentalist who looked back to the
“golden era” of a democratic community that had its roots in a rural society.” 25 As we will see,
some passages in The Public and Its Problems, most notably those in which Dewey embraces a
communitarian concept of democracy, suggest that he was rather less immune to
sentimentalism than Bernstein makes it seem. But with respect to the theory of state
formation that Dewey develops in the first half of this book, Bernstein is right. As the passage
from The Public and Its Problems quoted above, about the need to invent new political forms in
the face of changes in the composition of society, already makes clear, Dewey, like Lippmann,
argued that when we ask the question of democracy in a technological society, we must
consider the proliferation of affairs which cannot be effectively processed by established forms
of political organisation. Indeed, in Dewey’s account too, it is affairs which challenge
established competences, rather than affairs which (re-)confirm their usefulness, that provide
the occasion for a public to become politically active. The passage quoted above continues:
“To form itself, the public has to break existing political forms” (PP, 31). Dewey makes it clear
that, in the context of the technological society, public involvement in politics cannot be
understood as conditioned by established arrangements for the formation of reliable opinions,
as the modern version of the democratic ideal would have it. Rather, public involvement in
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politics is marked by the situation in which new forms for the organisation of politics, as well as
of knowledge,26 must be actively developed, if current affairs are to be addressed. That is also
to say, in his theory of state formation Dewey comes to argue, like Lippmann, that the
complexity of public affairs in the Great Society should not principally be understood as an

obstacle to the enactment of political democracy (which is then to be removed by adding
machines for the simplification of affairs to the machines for opinion formation about them).
Rather, the emergence of complicated affairs that resist processing by established institutions
is the occasion on which public involvement in politics becomes necessary. But to appreciate
the extent to which Dewey reworked the modern conception of democracy, we must take a
closer look at his, and Lippmann’s, conceptualisation of the process in which issues occasion
the organisation of a public.

2.5 Issues call publics into being
How did Lippmann and Dewey sustain this strange argument that democratic politics thrives
when there is not enough good information available, and when the problems are too complex
and puzzling for anyone to understand them fully? They did so by focusing on the specific
circumstances in which a public comes to be involved in politics. As was mentioned earlier,
Lippmann and Dewey argue that this happens when existing institutions and communities
prove incapable of settling an issue. What sets public involvement in politics apart from “mere
politics,” then, is that a public is capable of adopting issues which currently existing
institutions are failing to address. When issues risk to be deserted by the agencies that should
take care of them, the public steps in as a caretaker of these affairs. According to Lippmann
and Dewey, the specificity of the public thus resides in the fact that it may adopt problems
that no one is taking care of. This is how Lippmann put it in The Phantom Public:
Government consists of a body of officials, some elected, some appointed, who handle
professionally, and in the first instance, problems which come to public opinion
spasmodically and on appeal. Where the parties directly responsible do not work out
an adjustment, public officials intervene. When the officials fail, public opinion is
brought to bear on the issue. (PhP, 63)

For Lippmann, public involvement in politics is thus sparked by the failure of existing social
groupings and institutions to settle an issue. It is the absence of a community or institution
that may deal with the issue that makes public involvement in politics a necessity. Because if
the public doesn’t adopt the issue, no one will.
Dewey’s speculative history of state formation elaborates Lippmann’s claim further. In
Dewey’s account, it is not just the inability of those directly involved and of institutions to deal

In The Public and Its Problems, Dewey makes an argument about forms for the organisation of
knowledge that runs parallel to his argument about forms for political organisation. He argues that
“intellectual forms” for the organisation of knowledge must be invented that are appropriate to the types
of affairs that require public intervention (PP, 179–182).
26
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with issues that compels the organisation of a public (and the formation of a state). It is not
just that when established instances fail to deal with a problem, a public arrives from some
mysterious elsewhere to push for a settlement of the issue, to assure that problems are
solved. Dewey proposes that the specificity of the public also resides in the special way in
which it is implicated in issues:
The public consists of all those who are affected by the indirect consequences of
transactions, to such an extent that it is deemed necessary to have those
consequences systematically cared for.... Since those who are indirectly affected are
not direct participants in the transaction in question, it is necessary that certain
persons be set apart to represent them, and see to it that their interests are
conserved and protected. (PP, 15-16)

Dewey thus defines a public as a grouping of actors who are affected by actions or events but
do not have direct influence on them. Lacking such influence, these indirectly affected actors
must organise into a public if they are to address the problems ensuing from these actions and
events.27
In defining the public in this way, Dewey enriches in one and the same move both
Lippmann’s concept of “public affair” and his account of the relation between a public and the
affairs it gets involved with. Dewey, just like Lippmann, sees the need for public engagement in
politics arise when those directly implicated in an affair fail to deal with a problem:
Consequences have to be cared for, looked out for. This supervision and regulation
cannot be affected by the primary groupings themselves.... Consequently special
agencies and measures must be formed if they are to be attended to; or else some
existing group must take on new functions. (PP, 27)

But Dewey adds, crucially, that the public which gets engaged when those directly involved are
failing to deal with an issue is caught up in the affair:
When a family connection, a church, a trade union, a business corporation, or an
educational institution conducts itself so as to affect large numbers outside of itself
[italics mine], those who are affected form a public which endeavors to act through
suitable structures.. (PP, 28-29)
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By placing the indirect consequences of action at the heart of his definition of the public, Dewey
provides a radical alternative to definitions that rely on an understanding of subjects as intentional beings.
What the public wants, finds, or is in favour of here is reduced to a secondary element in the enactment of
political democracy: being affected by indirect consequences, observing them, and limiting their harmful
effects here are the key components of public involvement in politics. A focus on indirect consequences
for Dewey involves a shift away from the definition of the subject as “a vat of will and intentions.” Crucial
in this respect is his rejection of causal theories of democracy, which approach the public, and more
particularly its opinions, will or preferences, as the cause, author, or origin of the actions of government.
This aspect of Dewey’s argument I will not explore further here, but it is interesting that Dewey does not
present the shift from the public as source of action to a public as effect of action as the outcome of pure
reasoning. It is the rise of the Great Society that necessitates this shift according to him. “The disparity
between the results of the industrial revolution and the conscious intentions of those engaged in it is a
remarkable case of the extent to which indirect consequences of conjoint activity outweigh, beyond the
possibility of reckoning, the results directly contemplated (PP, 107).”
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In The Phantom Public, Lippmann had argued that the distinguishing feature of the public is
that it is precisely not implicated in the affairs on which its opinion is brought to bear. The
public’s involvement in issues according to him is principally mediated by communication about
these issues to the public: “only when someone objects, does the public know that there is a
problem” (PhP, 94). Moreover, the public, according to Lippmann, “has no duty to deal with
the substance of affairs” (PhP, 58). And he argued that it can only act by influencing actors
which are substantially implicated in the issue in question:
The rôle of the public is determined by the fact that its relation to a problem is
external. The opinion affects an opinion, but does not itself control the executive act.
A public opinion is expressed by a vote, a demonstration of praise or blame, a
following or a boycotting. But these manifestations are in themselves nothing. They
count only if they influence the course of affairs. They influence it, however, only if
they influence an actor in the affair. And it is, I believe, precisely this secondary,
indirect relationship between public opinion and public affairs that we have the clue to
the limits and possibilities of public opinion. (PhP, 45-36)

Dewey took over from Lippmann this notion that the relation between a public and its issues is
secondary and indirect. But for Dewey the indirectness of this relationship does not prevent
the public from being substantially implicated in the affair in question. To the contrary. Dewey
came to argue that it is those issues which substantially affect actors in an indirect way, which
require a form of intervention that differs from a community taking charge of problems arising
in it, or government institutions doing their proper job: the organisation of a public.28
Lippmann’s characterisation of the public as external to the affairs in which it
intervenes is important because helps to make clear that public involvement in politics
depends on a particular process of problem definition: “[Events] do not take shape until
somebody protests, or somebody investigates, or somebody publicly, in the etymological
meaning of the word, makes an issue of them” (PO, 217). Lippmann makes it clear that
addressing a problem to the public requires its externalisation; to take up a term frequently
used in contemporary social theory, 29 the problem must be dis-embedded from the situation in
which it arises. But this makes Dewey’s redefinition of the relation between publics and affairs
as one of substantial implication no less crucial. Contrary to Lippmann’s concept of an external
public, Dewey’s notion of substantial but indirect implication in issues can explain where the
public’s commitment to a settlement of the issues at stake derives from. The actors that make
28

What Dewey calls public includes a range of entities that Lippmann qualified as private or institutional.
For Dewey, public includes all those that are indirectly affected by an event or action, whereas Lippmann’s
public consists of institutional outsiders. Lippmann writes: “As one party to a dispute, as a committeeman
in a legislature, as an officer in a government, business, or a trade union, as a member of an industrial
council, reports on the specific matter at issue will be extremely welcome.… [B]ut the outsider, and every
one of us is an outsider to all but a few aspects of modern life, has neither time, nor interest, not the
equipment for specific judgement. It is on the men inside, working under conditions that are sound, that
the daily administration of society must rest. The general public outside can arrive at judgement about
whether these conditions are sound only on the result after the event, and on the procedure before the
event (PO, 251).”
29
The term is usually credited to the Hungarian sociologist of the economy Karl Polanyi, who used it to
describe the process in which the economy came to be defined as independent from society in modern
times. Polanyi, The Great Transformation.
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up the public are caught up in them. By positing the externality of the public, Lippmann cannot
account for this commitment. Moreover, Dewey, by characterising the relation between a
public and its affairs in the above way, is able to specify, with far greater precision than
Lippmann did, which types of problems qualify as public affairs. The definition of public affairs
that Lippmann provides in The Phantom Public is pretty vague: it includes all problems which
existing institutional arrangements ostensibly fail to settle. The definition he gave in Public

Opinion was even more open-ended:
Those features of the world outside which have to do with the behavior of other
human beings, in so far as that behavior crosses ours, is dependent upon us, or is
interesting to us, we call roughly public affairs. (PO, 18)

Dewey, on the other hand, manages to be both pithy and specific. One single circumstance is
almost all that he needs to consider, in order to demarcate public affairs from other kinds of
problems: the spread of the effects of a given event or action. If these effects spread far
enough to affect actors not directly involved in the action, then we are dealing with a public
affair: “The line between private and public is to be drawn on the basis of the extent and scope
of the consequences of acts which are so important to need control” (PP, 15). Interestingly,
this definition liberates the public from a feature that has long been used to ensure its
abstractness: generality. According to Dewey, it is distinguished instead by the distributed
nature of the effects in which dispersed actors are jointly caught up — a point to which I will
return in the conclusion to this chapter.
For Dewey, just as for Lippmann, a very wide range of actions may occasion public
involvement in affairs. Moreover, Dewey points out, whether a given issue indeed counts as a
public affair or not is often disputed and can only be determined by empirical means: it is only
by tracing consequences back to the actions or inactions that caused them, that it can
become clear whether an affair qualifies as a public rather than a private one.30 But Dewey’s
definition provides a particularly specific rule of thumb. “ [I]f it is found that the consequences
[of an act] extend beyond [those] directly concerned, that they may affect the welfare of
many others, the act acquires a public capacity.” (PP, 13) When such an affair emerges, a
public must become involved in politics, if its (potentially) harmful effects are to be addressed.
It is the emergence of an issue that sparks public involvement in politics. Dewey says it
literally: “the essence of the consequences which call a public into being [italics mine] is the
fact that they expand beyond those directly engaged in producing them” (PP, 27). Lippmann
says it in plain language:

30

“There is no sharp and clear line which draws itself, pointing out beyond peradventure, like the line left
by a receding tide, just where a public comes into existence which has interests so significant that they
must be looked after and administered by special agencies, or governmental officers. Hence there is often
room for dispute. The line of demarcation between actions left to private initiative and management, and
those regulated by the state has to be discovered experimentally (PP, 65).”
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The work of the world goes on continually without conscious direction from public
opinion. At certain junctures, problems arise. It is only with the crisis of some of these
problems that public opinion is concerned. And its object in dealing with a crisis is to
allay that crisis. (PhP, 56)

2.6 Not a social community
The definition of a public provided by Lippmann and Dewey has a number of features that
distinguish it from the Jeffersonian ideal of a community of competent actors managing their
joint affairs. For one, the Deweyian-Lippmannian public described above is not a social
community. Lippmann, as well as Dewey, had pointed out that the early modern democratic
community was modelled on a rural community. 31 Accordingly, it presupposed that participants
shared ‘a form of life.’ In the passages discussed above, however, Dewey and Lippmann
propose that democratic politics is called for precisely when no social community exists that
may take care of an issue. As Dewey says, in these cases, if the issue is to be addressed,
those who are jointly implicated in the issue must organise a community. What the members of
a public share is that they are all affected by a particular affair, but they do not already belong
to the same community: this is why they must form a political community, if the issue that
affects them is to be dealt with (“those who are affected form a public” (PP, 29) ). It also
follows from this account of public involvement in affairs that in those cases in which the
communal mode of problem-solving works — when “parties directly responsible” for a problem
“work out an adjustment” among themselves — no public involvement is necessary. As long as
a social grouping successfully manages its own affairs, these affairs are not really the public’s
business. As Dewey points out, one of the principal merits of his own concept of democratic
politics is that it “has warned us against identifying the community and its interests with ... the
politically organised community” (PP, 15). Strangely enough, further on in The Public and Its

Problems, Dewey seems to go against his own warning. There he argues that the social
community is not only the locus of democracy, but its synonym:
In a search for the conditions under which the inchoate public now extant may
function democratically, we may proceed from a statement of the nature of the
democratic idea in its generic social sense. From the standpoint of the individual, it
consists in having a responsible share according to capacity in forming and directing
the activities of the groups to which one belongs.... From the standpoint of groups, it
demands liberation of the potentialities of members of a group in harmony with the
interests and goods which are common.… Regarded as an idea, democracy is not an
alternative to other principles of associated life. It is the idea of community life itself.
(PP, 147)

It has already been pointed out that one of the great projects of Dewey’s intellectual
and social life was the re-invigoration of community life. In the second part of The Public and

Its Problems, he presents it as the single most important condition for the realisation of
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“American democratic polity was developed out of genuine community life, that is, association in local
and small centres where industry is mainly agricultural (PP, 111).”
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democracy in the technological society — a notion that he captures in the slogan “from the
Great Society to the Great Community:”
Only when we start from a community as a fact, grasp the fact in thought so as to
clarify and enhance its constituent elements, can we reach an idea of democracy
which is not utopian. The conceptions and shibboleths which are traditionally
associated with the idea of democracy take on a veridical and directive meaning only
when they are construed as marks and traits of an association which realizes the
defining characteristics of a community. Fraternity, liberty, and equality isolated from
communal life are hopeless abstractions. (PP, 149)

We have also already seen that according to one commentator, Matthew Festenstein, Dewey’s
account of democracy as a moral ideal represents a strand of argument that differs
substantially from his practical account of political democracy. Festenstein comes to terms
with the divergences between Dewey’s history of state formation and his moral theory by
reducing the former to a prelude for the latter:
The account of the state is one of the less successful elements in The Public and Its
Problems. But, if the analytic machinery is weak, Dewey’s purpose can to some extent
be discerned through this construction. First, he presents an image of the public as
constituted, or organized, through the collective exercise of practical judgement,
unlike Lippmann’s passive and fragmented multitude. Second, there is a conception
(albeit ambiguous) of a shared public interest, in opposition to the diverse and
unfocused preferences of Lippmann’s public. Third, there is the view of government as
primarily responsible to this common interest. In these ways, Dewey’s analysis of the
state gestures towards a set of more substantive moral and political propositions.
These are fleshed out in his positive arguments for democracy. 32

In accounting for Dewey’s history of state formation in this way, Festenstein not only polarises
the positions of Dewey and Lippmann. He reads Dewey’s account of state formation principally
as a way to prepare the ground for the rest of the book. Moreover, he summarises this history
using concepts that Dewey in The Public and Its Problems develops mainly as part of his
exposé of his communitarian vision of democracy, such as the notion of “the collective
exercise in practical judgement.” Going against such a reading, I want to argue here that by
committing to a communitarian idea of democracy as the running thread of his proposal for
the realisation of democracy in the technological society, Dewey actually loses a substantial
part of the conceptual clarity he had achieved in his radical reworking of the concept of the
public, which he undertook as part of his theory of the state.
How did Dewey come to posit the social community as the key condition for
democracy in the technological society, and why would we want to leave this argument of
Dewey aside for the purposes of the argument I am developing here? In the context of this
argument, it is ironic that Dewey arrived at this proposition as part of his discussion of the
democratic deficits that proliferate in the Great Society. It means that I am arguing that, if we
want to put Dewey’s work to use to account for democratic deficits as they occur in our great
32
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societies, we must break with his analysis of such democratic deficits. Instead we should draw
on his “potential explanation” of the historical genesis of the public.
As part of his discussion of problems of democracy in a technological society, Dewey
lists a number of features of the Great Society that inhibit the organisation of a public in this
context:
Indirect, extensive, enduring and serious consequences of conjoint and interacting
behavior call a public into existence having a common interest in controlling these
consequences. But the machine age has so enormously expanded, multiplied,
intensified and complicated the scope of the indirect consequences, have formed such
immense and consolidated unions in action, on an impersonal rather than a community
basis, that the resultant public cannot identify and distinguish itself. And this
discovery is obviously an antecedent condition of any effective organization on its
part. (PP, 126)

According to Dewey, the problem of democracy that troubles the technological society is that
the indirect consequences that are produced in this context are such that the publics they call
into being have difficulty organising themselves:
The ramification of the issues before the public is so wide and intricate, the technical
matters involved are so specialized, the details are so many and so shifting, that the
public cannot for any length of time identify and hold itself. It is not that there is no
public, no large body of persons having a common interest in the consequences of
social transactions. There is too much public, a public too diffused and scattered and
too intricate in composition. And there are too many publics, for conjoint actions
which have indirect consequences are multitudinous beyond comparison, and each one
of them crosses the others and generates its own group of persons especially affected
with little to hold these different publics together in an integrated whole. (PP, 137)

This diagnosis then leads Dewey to posit the re-invigoration of community life as the prime
condition for the re-invigoration of democracy in the Great Society. According to Dewey, this
alone can provide an organising principle for the public, something which the indirect
consequences of the technological society cannot do:
The prime difficulty, as we have seen, is that of discovering the means by which a
scattered, mobile, and manifold public may so recognize itself as to define and express
its interests. This discovery is necessarily precedent to any fundamental change in the
[political] machinery. We are not concerned therefore to set forth counsels as to
advisable improvements in the political forms of democracy. Many have been
suggested. It is no derogation of their relative worth to say that consideration of
these changes is not at present an affair of primary importance. The problem lies
deeper: the search for conditions under which the Great Society may become the
Great Community. When these conditions are brought into being they will make their
own forms. (PP, 147)

Immediately after this displacement in Dewey’s account away from the question of the political
machinery of democracy comes the passage quoted above, in which Dewey posits that
democracy is synonymous with community life. Community life is the idea that Dewey
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embraces as the point of departure and point of return of his search for the conditions under
which a public may emerge in the Great Society.
It is not an exaggeration to call this shift in Dewey’s account a U-turn with respect to
the theory of state formation that he had developed in the first half of The Public and Its

Problems. Dewey now reverses his position on a number of crucial points. To begin with, we
have seen that in the first half of the book Dewey argued that the political community must be
sharply distinguished from the social community. There he had said:
Only the exigencies of a preconceived theory would confuse with the state that
texture of friendships and attachments which is the chief bond in any community....
The characteristic of the public as a state springs from the fact that all modes of
associated behavior may have extensive and enduring consequences which involve
others beyond those directly engaged in them.... Consequences have to be taken care
of, looked out for. This supervision and regulation cannot be effected by the primary
groupings themselves. For the essence of the consequences which call a public into
being is that they expand beyond those directly engaged in producing them. (PP, 2627)

In these early passages, Dewey had pointed out that it is the emergence of affairs that makes
it necessary for a political community to get organised. Political communities, moreover,
according to this earlier Dewey, must be distinguished from social communities insofar as it is
the issue that brings actors together, and not the bonds of a shared form of life. But in the
second half of the book, Dewey comes to argue that democracy requires a pre-existing social
community as a precondition for the organisation of a public. Here, his earlier point — that a
prime characteristic of the indirect consequences that call a public into being is that there is
precisely no pre-existing community available to settle the problems these consequences give
rise to — is lost. Moreover, and perhaps most seriously, Dewey’s definition of the problem of
democracy in the technological society in terms of the absence of a Great Community, undoes
the account of this problem that he had developed as part of his speculative history of the
genesis of the public to a substantial degree. Where the problem according to the earlier
Dewey had been that (potentially) harmful indirect consequences are not cared for, the
problem now becomes the absence of social community. In this sense, the issues are lost from
view in Dewey’s account of democracy as a social idea. Here democracy no longer consists
first and foremost of the task to assure that issues are taken care of. It now principally
requires the organisation of a social community. 33
I do not want to suggest that Dewey did not have good reasons to shift his account of
the problems of democracy in technological societies away from issues and towards the notion
33

It also follows from Dewey’s earlier definition of the public, that each new type of indirect consequences
will give rise to a different kind of public, since he defined the public as consisting of those that are
affected by such consequences. In his definition of the problem of democracy in the technological society
in terms of the absence of community, however, Dewey regards the plurality of publics that are called into
being by indirect consequences as a problem. A more durable unity, he now says, is needed. But we can
ask: does succesful intervention by the public in the course of affairs that affect them really require a
political community of durable unity, or is it rather in the light of ideal of a great community that the
plurality of publics appears problematic?
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of community. Before discussing the fate of democracy in the technological society, Dewey
surveys the problems from which the democratic mode of government has suffered over the
course of history. Here he discusses the vulnerability of government to hijacking by private
interests:
For long stretches of time, the public rôle of rulers has been incidental to other ends
for which they have used their powers. There has been a machinery of government,
but it has been employed for purposes which in the strict sense are non-political, the
deliberate advancement of dynastic interests. Thus we come upon the primary
problem of the public: to achieve such recognition of itself as will give it weight in the
selection of official representatives and in the definitions of their responsibilities and
rights. Consideration of this problem will lead us, as we shall see, into the discussion of
the democratic state. (PP, 77)

Over the course of history, one of the prime problems of publics has been that they face a
governmental apparatus that serves private rather than public interests:
The same causes which have led men to utilize concentrated political power to serve
private purposes will continue to act to induce men to employ concentrated economic
power on behalf of non-public aims. This fact does not imply that the problem is
insoluble. But it indicates where the problem resides, whatever guise it assumes. Since
officers of the public have a dual make-up and capacity [as actors with both public and
private interests], what conditions and what technique are necessary in order that
insight, loyalty and energy may be enlisted on the side of the public and the political
rôle? (PP, 82) 34

In the light of this characterisation of the public’s problems, it is quite understandable that
Dewey moves away from his earlier account of the genesis of the public in addressing the
question of how the democratic deficits that proliferate in technological societies may be
remedied. In order for a public to compel government to serve its interests and not private
ones, the public must assert itself much more forcefully than seems possible within a theory
that posits that publics organise themselves around affairs that jointly affect its members.
Where would such a public, which does not share any communal arrangements, find the
resources required to constrain the private interests that have hijacked the resources of the
state? In this respect, it makes perfect sense that Dewey comes to posit a unified social
community as a necessary condition for democracy. Such a community provides democracy
with a location that may be successfully defended against the invasion of private interests,
and it may provide the resources required to compel government to serve the public.
However, we may also turn the question around: why does Dewey’s initial account of
the genesis of the public as called into being by indirect consequences, which he presented as
part of his speculative history of state formation, not allude to those private interests that

34

The passage continues: “the theories and practices regarding the selection and behavior of public
officials which constitute political democracy have been worked out against the historical background just
alluded to. They represent an effort in the first place to counteract the forces that have so largely
determined the possession of rule by accidental and irrelevant factors, and in the second place an effort to
counteract the tendency to employ political power to serve private instead of public ends (PP, 82-83).”
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historically, he later points out, have been so successful in hijacking the resources of the
state? It should surprise us that many pages after he has presented his historical account of
how publics come into being, Dewey announces that he is now going to discuss “the
democratic state.” 35 Is his speculative history of state formation not also a history of the
formation of the democratic state? Dewey himself explains this oddity by pointing out that
“not until recently have publics been conscious that they were publics” (PP, 77). The publics
that are called into being by indirect consequences, which Dewey described in the first part of
his book, would then have to be understood as latent publics. But such a characterisation of
Dewey’s theory of the genesis of the public makes little sense, even if Dewey’s subsequent
account of the particular problems faced by the democratic state makes it practically
inevitable. His earlier story about publics called into being by indirect consequences was very
much a story of publics that organised in order to intervene in the course of affairs – so as to
assure that (potentially) harmful indirect consequences of action are cared for.
Rather than following Dewey in disconnecting the account of democracy from that of
the configuration of publics around issues, I propose to return to the latter proposition, as a
particularly fruitful starting point if we are to account for democratic politics and its deficits in
the technological society. It has the great advantage of acknowledging shifts in the “quantity,
character and place of impact” of issues as a key aspect of the political ecology of
technological societies. From this circumstance, it follows that it is not helpful to anchor our
accounts of democracy in pre-existing communities: the issues of which the settlement
requires a public to adopt them precisely transgress the boundaries of existing social
communities. A second great advantage of Dewey’s earlier account of public involvement in
politics is that it foregrounds the settlement of issues that harmfully affect actors as the
central objective of political democracy. In this reading, political democracy is not about the
fulfilment that can be derived from participation in community life as such — that seems to
me to be a moral challenge, not a political one. Political democracy is about taking care of the
serious trouble in which those who do not necessarily share a way of life are collectively
implicated. This approach allows us — to use the phrase from a song of the American civil
rights movement — to “keep our eyes on the prize” that may be won by engaging in
democratic politics.36

35

Dewey presents his historical account of state formation, and as part of this, of the genesis of the
public, in the first chapter of The Public and Its Problems. Only in the third chapter does he come to
discuss the democratic state. There he writes: “There has been a machinery of government, but it has
been employed for purposes which in the strict sense are non-political, the deliberate advancement of
dynastic interests. Thus we come upon the primary problem of the public: to achieve such recognition of
itself as will give it weight in the selection of official representatives and in the definition of their
responsibilities and rights. Consideration of this problem leads us, as we shall see, into a discussion of the
democratic state (PP, 77).”
36
“I know one thing we did right
Was the day we started to fight.
Keep your eyes on the prize
Hold on, hold on.”
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Moreover, the pull of private interests, which redirect the resources of government
towards the satisfaction of private instead of public ends, may be much better understood as
running through the tangles of (potentially) harmful indirect consequences that call publics
into being. Dewey defines the public as consisting of those that are jointly affected by an
affair, and his account treats the commonality of its interests as something self-evident.
Dewey’s theory thus assumes that private interests are external to the issues that call publics
into being. However, in the light of his own distinction between public and private interests,
this appear to be an untenable assumption. From Dewey’s distinction between public and
private follows this distinction between acting in the public interest and acting in the private
interest: in the former case the act is informed by and works upon the consequences by which
a set of people are indirectly affected, whereas in the latter case the act is informed by and
works upon the associations in which the actor in question is directly implicated.37 If we adopt
this distinction, it makes little sense to assume that the associations that make up the public
and those that make up the private form distinct wholes: it is far more likely that such
associations are entangled. In chapter four I turn to an actual case of public involvement in
issue formation: there I hope to make clear that both private interests, understood as
individual actors’ attachments to things like businesses and their profits, as well as public
interests (attachments to matters of collective concern, such as climate change) are caught
up in one and the same tangle of issues. In that chapter I will also explore the possibility that it
is precisely the irreconcilability between such interests that make political issues out of certain
problems. That is, Dewey’s account of the public as called into being by issues may be
elaborated so as to take into account both the pull of private interests as permeating political
affairs, as well as the challenge that this poses to the settlement of public affairs. I want to
emphasise here that Dewey’s account of the public’s genesis suggests that members of
political communities are not in first instance connected by way of shared or opposing opinions
and interests, but by issues.

37

By defining the public as consisting of those that are affected by indirect consequences of action,
Dewey’s account opens up the possibility to define the public in terms of affects instead of interests. It is
an intriguing possibility, because it suggests that the formation of a public is not first and foremost about
acquiring power (the defence of interests). This possibility is also worth exploring because of the many
problems with the notion of interests: “interests” wrongly suggest that it can be known in advance what is
good for me or you or them; it may lead to the attribution of interests to actors who do not recognise
them as their own (that is, to a paternalistic take on the subjects of (democratic) politics, since interests
must now be discovered for the actors); also, the notion of interests tends to come with a subjectoriented conception of politics and democracy: the things actors are interested in here are easily reduced
to mere instruments for actors’ self-assertion. The definition of the public in terms of the state of being
affected invites us to approach the formation of a public as a process of learning to be affected (see
below). Here the things actors are affected by play an important role in the process by which they become
political actors. Also, the question about what is good or bad for the actors involved is then not where
(democratic) politics starts: it starts with being caught up in actions or events. Such an approach could
make it possible to de-centre assumptions of mastery or sovereignty from the account of democracy. This
is perhaps itself problematic, but the reasons why should be explored. However, Dewey himself adopted
the concept of the public interest quickly after having introduced his definition of the public in terms of
affects: “thus perception [of (potentially) harmful indirect consequences] creates a common interest; that
is, those affected by the consequences are perforce concerned in the conduct of all those who along with
themselves share in bringing about the results (PP, 34-35).” Still, while he uses the word interest, he
defines it in terms of concern, a term that does more justice than the term “interest” to the fact that
actors do not know what it is they are affected by.
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One way to elaborate Dewey’s definition of the public is to characterise it as a
community of strangers, or perhaps more appropriately, as a community of strange things.
The American political theorist Michael Warner has characterised “the public” as a relation
among strangers, as a discourse whose principal addressee is a figure that is not already
implicated in the community in question by way of a social bond. 38 Dewey’s public may in a
similar way be described as a relation, or rather a tangle of relations, among entities that do
not belong to the same social world but are connected through an affair that affects them
jointly. Think of committed vegetarians in Europe, and globally operating agribusinesses in
Kansas that decide to splice a pig’s gene into their tomatoes. These two groupings are unlikely
to share many social affiliations. There is probably little overlap in terms of the food, places,
phrases, movies, gods, clothing, and books that they feel at home with. But they are jointly
implicated in the issue of genetically modified (GM) food — the vegetarians because they
would be prevented from being vegetarians if they would end up eating tomatoes with pig in
it, the agro-industrialists because this, after all, is their business proposition. Distinguishing
joint implication in an issue from shared social affiliations in this way also allows us to specify
the former relation further. Joint implication in an affair does not as a matter of course
translate into a “shared interest:” rather, what ties actors together here is that in order for
them to address the effects of GM food on their modes of living, they must take into
consideration what effects it has on others. In order to remain a vegetarian, the changes in
agricultural practices in Kansas must be addressed. In order to successfully “GM-ify”
agriculture in Kansas, some sort of settlement must be found for the resistances of European
vegetarians. (That is, when it comes to the issue of GM food it won’t do to simply state one’s
preferences or dislikes, as in “vegetarianism is nonsense” or “big agrobusiness is evil.”) In this
sense, the emergence of a public affair can be characterised as an occasion on which a specific
irreconcilability between modes of living comes to be articulated, as opposed to the many
divergences among them that are often easy to observe, but rarely translate into focused
disagreement.
Characterising the Deweyian public in this way, it also becomes clear that it would be a
mistake to understand publics as they are called into being by issues as communities of
“complete persons.” The example of the pig gene makes clear that actors are not necessarily
with their “whole being” implicated in affairs. Rather specific aspects of their modes of living
are caught up in them — vegetarianism, or the need to re-invent American agriculture in the
face of decreasing government subsidies — in a way, however, that may put the actors’ whole
being at stake. That is why a public as it is organised around affairs may be most appropriately
defined as a community of strange things. This elaboration of the Deweyian public also points
towards another reason why it must not be understood as a sociable collective. Not only can a
political community not be equated with a social community, the event in which modes of
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Warner, Publics and Counterpublics, 74-76.
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living prove irreconcilable is not exactly a situation that invites a leisurely exchange among
those involved. In thinking of publics as they are called into being by issues, we should not
imagine a convivial get-together of people sharing a lifestyle and a commitment to the same
formats for performing a debate. Dewey’s account of democratic politics precisely draws
attention to the situation in which social forms of democracy — I mean social as in “to
socialise”— prove insufficient. If the complicated issues of technological societies are to be
addressed, something else is required: an engagement with rather more alien characters, with
whom it may easily seem impossible to socialise.

2.7 The resources of the public
But how could a set of strangers — let alone a set of strange things — who do not belong to
the same community and who consequently do not have at their disposal a set of shared
practices or institutions possibly assure that an issue is dealt with? How could such a
comparatively resource-less cast of characters be capable of assuring a settlement for an
affair, when available institutions and communities are not?
The solution that Dewey proposed as part of his theory of the state is quite
straightforward but very ambitious. According to Dewey, the principal way in which a public
can assure that an issue is dealt with is by acquiring the resources to do so. The task of a
public is thus no less than to assemble an institutional arrangement that will allow the
settlement of affairs. As Dewey put it, the public must become “organized by means of
officials and material agencies to care for the extensive and enduring consequences of
transactions” (PP, 16). The enormity of this task is clear from the slogan in which Dewey
captured this effort: “the discovery of the state.” When a public is confronted with the failure
of existing institutional arrangements to deal with the issue that called this public into being,
then the public must “re-make the state” (PP, 32). Dewey does admit that this is a huge
undertaking:
It demands power to perceive and recognize the consequences of behavior of
individuals joined in groups and to trace them to their source and origin. It involves
selection of persons to serve as representatives of the interests created by these
perceived consequences and to define the functions which they shall possess and
employ. It requires institution of a government such that those having the renown and
power which goes with the exercise of these functions shall employ them for the
public and not turn them to their private benefit. (PP, 32)

At this point, however, our explorations must again deviate from Dewey’s argument. Not only
did Dewey rely on a number of assumptions that we at this particular point in time cannot
make; his concept of the public has some further small but notable shortcomings that we
cannot leave unaddressed, if this concept is to be made useful for an account of democratic
deficits that takes into consideration the phenomenon of the displacement of politics. As for
Lippmann, we have already departed from his account of public involvement in politics, in
going with Dewey’s definition of the public as consisting of actors that are indirectly but
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substantially implicated in affairs. But the assumptions made by Dewey from which we must
now depart are assumptions which he shared with Lippmann.
To begin with, I have argued in the previous chapter that we for our part cannot
assume that a singular institutional framework mediates public involvement in issue formation.
Dewey and Lippmann did make this assumption. As we saw above, Dewey proposed that the
state should provide the institutional arrangement for the settlement of affairs. As for
Lippmann, he did not explicate the institutional location of the processes of public involvement
in politics that he describes in The Phantom Public. But in that book he proposed a singular
procedure to regulate the involvement of the public in the settlement of controversies. In this
respect, we must note a crucial difference between the circumstances that Lippmann and
Dewey captured in the notion of the Great Society and the current circumstances of
globalisation, and more specifically, the situation in which politics gets continuously displaced
among locations. We have to deal with the multiplicity of the locations of issue formation, the
multiplicity of the subjects and procedures that are mobilised as part of this process, and the
multiplicity of institutional addressees for issues.39 That is, not only must we acknowledge that
there are multiple frameworks and sites for the articulation of public affairs (for GM food, we
may have to take into account supermarkets, GM crop fields (as sites of protest), European
agricultural policy, organic farmers associations, or the eight o’clock news of the Dutch public
broadcasting corporation). For our part, we cannot avoid asking, for each and every affair:
Which state? Which institution? Which instance is to be singled out by the public to provide a
settlement for it? For each issue, there is a multitude of actual and potential addressees: the
Dutch government, the World Trade Organisation, the American Department of Commerce,
Consumers International or the European Directorate-General on the Environment, et cetera.
That is, with regard to the settlement of affairs, we cannot avoid asking: which institutions
among the many possible candidates are to be singled out by the public as their addressees?
Secondly, once we begin to unpack the Deweyian notion of the state in this way, his
notion of the public gets opened up once again. We cannot avoid asking: how does this public
that brings affairs to the attention of institutional addressees come into being? In this respect,
a criticism of The Public and Its Problems by Dewey’s biographer, Robert Westbrook, is
particularly relevant. Westbrook draws attention to “Dewey’s neglect of the politics necessary
for contemporary publics to solve their intellectual problem [the problem of finding a form for
their organisation] and to build a new state.” 40 Indeed, Lippmann and Dewey have surprisingly
little to say about the process by which a public gets organised. In their writings, the public
39

The idea that it is a task of the public to identify an addressee for an issue, and to deliver it at such an
address, is not present in the work of Lippmann and Dewey. In Lippmann, the public aligns itself for and
against a given range of actors and positions, so it plays no role in determining the instance responsible
for a settlement. For Dewey, the state is the caretaker of issues, which in that role moreover represents
the public. When the state fails to perform this role, the task of the public is to re-organise the state.
Thus, according to Dewey’s speculative history of the genesis of the public, if the public acts effectively, it
acts through the state. This leaves little room for an account of the public as an intervening force located
beyond the state.
40
Westbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy, 316.
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has a tendency to appear (and disappear) instantaneously. However, when we acknowledge
the spatial distribution of an issue among various locations, and the multiplicity of addressees
to which it can be delivered, we have begun to conceptualise issue formation as a process that
is extended in space as well as in time. Moreover, in approaching the articulation of affairs as a
process that is extended in space and time, we may come to appreciate the formation of a
public around an issue as a risky, uncertain undertaking, the failure of which is a real possibility.
The organisation of a public may then have to be understood as an effect of distributed
processes of issue formation, in which various communities that have organised around an
issue attempt to conjure it up. Many of the tasks that Lippmann and Dewey ascribe to the
public, must then be accounted for as being performed by publics-in-the-making.
Interestingly, Lippmann and Dewey themselves criticised modern theories of
democracy for ascribing to an abstract entity called “the public,” tasks which in practice are
performed by small groups of actual people. As Lippmann observes in The Phantom Public:
[The accepted theory of popular government] rests upon the belief that there is a
public which directs the course of events. I hold that this public is a mere phantom. It
is an abstraction. The public in respect to a railroad strike may be the farmers whom
the railroad serves; the public in respect to an agricultural tariff may include the very
railroad men who were on strike. The public is not, as I see it, a fixed body of
individuals. It is merely those persons who are interested in an affair and can affect it
only by supporting or opposing actors. (PhP, 67)

The Public and Its Problems echoes and elaborates this point:
Individual human beings may lose their identity in a mob or in a political convention or
in a joint-stock corporation or at the polls. But this does not mean that some
mysterious collective agency is making the decision, but that some few persons who
know what they are about are taking advantage of massed force to conduct the mob
their way, boss a political machine, and manage the affairs of a corporate business.
When the public or state is involved in making social arrangements like passing laws,
enforcing a contract, conferring a franchise, it still acts through concrete persons. The
persons are now officers, representatives of a public and shared interest. The
difference is an important one. But it is not a difference between single human beings
and a collective impersonal will. It is between persons in their private and in their
official or representative character. (PP, 18-19)

In their critiques of the Rousseauist assumption that only an abstract, general entity can
perform public acts, Lippmann and Dewey emphasise that actual people or groups of people
perform the role of the public. But in presenting farmers, railroad men and officials as
exemplary representatives of the public, Lippmann and Dewey also suggest that the public

coincides with members or representatives of what we may call “communities of concern.”
However, if we approach the formation of issues and their publics as a risky process that is
extended in space and time, and importantly, if we wish to appreciate possible disagreements
over which issues qualify as public affairs and which actors deserve to be recognised as
representatives of the public, we for our part cannot adopt such an assumption. We must
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introduce an intermediate step: an issue may occasion the organisation of a political
community dedicated to its articulation and to the identification of an addressee for the affair,
and as part of this process, a public may or may not be called into being.41 We then introduce
the rule: no issue, no politics, no public. The public may then be understood as an effect of
particular political processes of issue formation.42
One advantage of introducing this delay into our concept of the formation of issues
and their publics is that it enables us to appreciate the formation of the public as a process
that is positively productive. Dewey’s concept of the public brings with it the danger that the
organisation of the public is reduced to the execution of a pre-existing plan. His “public” has a
double meaning: it refers both to the set of actors that are affected by an issue, and to the
set of actors who organise themselves so as to assure that the issue is addressed. Because of
this double meaning, Dewey’s account risks introducing a kind of “correspondence model” of
public involvement in politics. With regard to the correspondence model of truth, philosophers
like Richard Rorty and Bruno Latour have shown that it makes it impossible to appreciate
knowledge formation as a productive process, i.e. as a process that necessarily involves work:
it reduces knowledge to a repetition of truths and facts that are then said to already exist
“out there.” 43 Dewey’s double conceptualisation of the public could quite easily be used to
construct a similar model. Democracy would then be understood as the achievement of

equivalence between the public that exists “out there” as a given and the public as an
organised entity that becomes involved in politics. But, like the correspondence model of
truth, such a model fails to appreciate the work that has to be done, i.e. the organisation of a
public as a process of positive mediation. We then say that the state of being affected by an
issue should not be understood as given, but rather as the achievement of a process of
“learning to be affected,” and this is the process in which a public forms itself.44 To approach
the organisation of a public as a political process is then also a way of trying to do justice to
contingent, open-ended, but therefore no less crucial attempts to produce a public.
Another advantage of approaching the formation of a public as a political process is
that we then do not have to reduce the public to a group of actors in order to account for its

The Phantom Public mentions a feature of public involvement in politics that could help clarify how the
public-isation of affairs understood as a process comes about. Lippmann here points out that in the
making of a public, insiders transform themselves into outsiders, and the other way around: “Men are
continuously passing back and forth between the field where they are executives and the field where they
are members of the public. The distinction between the two is not ... an absolute one: there is a twilight
zone where it is hard to say whether a man is acting executively on his opinions or merely acting to
influence the opinion of someone else who is acting executively. There is often a mixture of the two types
of behavior. And it is this mixture, as well as the lack of a clear line that permits a very large confusion in
affairs between a public and a private attitude towards them (PhP, 101).” The transformation of insiders
into outsiders, and the other way around, could in part account for the formation of a public around an
issue.
42
Emilie Gomart takes up the Foucauldian concept of “dispostif” to account for politics as an effect that is
achieved in practice. A public is obviously a different type of entity, but it may perhaps be accounted for
in similar terms. Gomart, “Generating politics through form.”
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Rorty, “The Contingency of Language.” Latour, Science in Action.
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The phrase "learning to be affected" I take from Bruno Latour, whose interest in this particular
competence is informed by the work of the Belgian philosophers of science Isabelle Stengers and Vinciane
Despret. Latour, "How to talk about the body?" 205-207.
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actions, at least not completely. As we saw above, in order to break with the modern
Rousseauist myth of the public as an abstract collective actor, both Lippmann and Dewey
emphasised that actually existing individuals do the work of the public. Lippmann didn’t tire of
pointing out that a public can only be ascribed agency insofar as individual actors influence the
course of an affair, by aligning themselves for or against the protagonists in the affair (which
again are individual actors). We have seen that Dewey conceptualised the public as an
ontologically far more heterogeneous entity, made up of far more intricate associations, than
Lippmann did. But regarding the public’s agency, Dewey followed Lippmann in leaving
absolutely no doubt that it is concrete individuals who do the acting:
ultimately all deliberate choices proceed from somebody in particular; acts are
performed by somebody, and all arrangements and plans are made by somebody in the
most concrete sense of “somebody.” Some John Doe and Richard Roe figure in every
transaction. (PP, 18)

In embracing such an individualist conception of agency, Lippmann and Dewey both ended up
foregrounding actor-representation as a key mechanism for channeling the public’s agency —
Lippmann by positing the alignment of members of the public for or against the positions of
protagonists in the affair, Dewey by positing officials as the representatives of the public:
The obvious external mark of the organization of a public or of a state is thus the
existence of officials. Government is not the state, for that included the public as well
as the rulers charged with special duties and powers. The public, however, is organized
in and through those officers who act in behalf of its interests. (PP, 27-28)

A great merit of Lippmann and Dewey’s conception of the public’s agency is that it
explicitly recognises as key resources of the public a number of elements which in more
“idealistic” accounts of the public’s agency tend to get relegated to the base world of
Realpolitik: the political machines required for the organisation of the public (Dewey calls them
“material agencies”) and the presence of dedicated actors in representative positions. To put
it plainly, the public of Lippmann and Dewey is a living and breathing creature, in that it needs
machines, the support of people, money, and access to institutional positions, in order to
flourish. In this respect, we can appreciate Dewey’s conception of the democratic social
community as adding to his theory of the state an account of the social resources that the
public requires or may draw on: sciences and a daily press committed to making issues visible,
citizens organising themselves so as to enable the formation of opinions and convictions about
these issues, among others. However, as Lippmann and Dewey principally conceive of the
public’s agency in terms of representation of the public by actors in privileged positions
(officials, and the protagonists in affairs), their work can only be of limited help in addressing
the question with which this section started. Namely, how can a comparatively resource-less
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community of strangers caught up in an issue be capable of assuring a settlement for an issue,
when available institutions and communities are not?
One answer to this question is that there may be other kinds of “phantom publics”
than the abstract general collective actor of Rousseau that Lippmann and Dewey criticise. We
then say that the force of the public understood as effect may derive from it being a partly
imaginary entity. In calling the public a phantom, Lippmann followed Kierkegaard, who famously
declared that after the rise of the press, the public was no longer primarily represented by
“men of excellence,” but had taken on the form of a abstract creature:
The Press is an abstraction (since a newspaper is not a concrete part of the nation and
only in an abstract sense an individual) which in conjunction with the passionless and
reflective character of the age produces an abstract phantom: a public which in its
turn is really the levelling power.45
In antiquity the individual in the crowd had no significance whatsoever; the man of
excellence stood for them all. The trend today is in the direction of mathematical
equality, so that in all classes about so and so many uniformly make one individual.46
For levelling to take place, a phantom must first be raised, the spirit of levelling, a
monstrous abstraction, an all-encompassing something that is nothing, a mirage—and
this phantom is the public.47

In the nihilistic spirit, the exposure of the phantom-like character of the public is taken to
reveal that it is nothing and can do nothing. For Kierkegaard, the phantom was the opposite of
agency. Lippmann followed Kierkegaard in judging this ghostly creature negatively, albeit for
different reasons. In his case too, to posit the ghostliness of the public was first of all a critical
gesture, even if for Lippmann the point was to expose the heroic entity in which modern
democrats had invested so much of their faith — that collective being endowed with the
amazing features of inclusivity, generality, sovereignty — as something which belongs to the
realm of fantasy. Dewey uses the idea of the public as phantom in an even more negative way.
According to Dewey, if the public would indeed be phantom-like in nature, this would signal the
death of democracy. He concludes his review of the circumstances that signal the pathological
state of the public in technological societies — low voter turn-out, the widespread use of the
government apparatus for private ends, the negotiation of the most important issues outside
of democratic fora, the ineffectiveness of current mechanisms for accountability of politicians
and officials, the inappropriateness of voting procedures for the settlement of technically
complex affairs — with the remark:
the public and its organization for political ends is not only a ghost, but a ghost which
walks and talks, and obscures, confuses, and misleads governmental action in a
disastrous way. (PP, 125)

45
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Kierkegaard, “Two ages,” 64.
Kierkegaard, “Two ages,” 84.
Kierkegaard, “Two ages,” 90.
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But we don’t have to follow Kierkegaard, Lippmann, and Dewey in this pejorative use of the
idea of the phantom-like or ghostly character of the public. Over the last decades complexity
has been celebrated in science, social theory and the movies, so we have grown accustomed
to the idea that action is likely to be distributed in nature, and accordingly, that it is often hard
to grasp just what the sources of agency are that make a particular deed or event happen. In
this respect, we may come to recognise that impalpability may be an aspect of agency, and
also, that the agency of entities that are hard to pin down may make things happen that
perhaps wouldn’t happen otherwise. We then say that what makes a public such a special
agent is that when specific actors get organised into one, they may evoke as an effect the
anonymous, collective, virtual, somewhat mysterious creature we call public. And maybe it is
precisely in this capacity of a phantom, that a public may generate that virtual, somewhat
mysterious thing called “pressure,” which can then be directed at specific instances, to induce
shifts in their habits, policies, regulations, commitments...48

2.8 Conclusion
There are many more points on which we could consider elaborating and amending the
arguments of Lippmann and Dewey. But this doesn’t change the fact that it was these two
pragmatist thinkers of the early 20th century who first developed the audacious proposition
that democratic politics is about addressing public affairs. Issues call a public into being, and
public involvement in politics stands in the service of the settlement of these issues. The
public adopts problems that no one is currently taking care of, so as to identify an addressee
for these issues that may take care of them. In making this argument, Lippmann and Dewey
ended up attributing a crucial role to the objects of politics in democratic politics. They argued
that implication in an affair is what sparks public involvement in politics. As Lippmann put it in
his fearless way:
Men do not desire self-government for its own sake. They desire it for the sake of
results. This is why the impulse at self-government is always strongest as a protest
against bad conditions. (PO, 193)

Perhaps the greatest merit of Dewey’s and Lippmann’s conceptualisation of political
democracy is that they showed that a politics that revolves around the problems that people
are actually implicated in can be a democratic politics. According to some understandings of
democracy, it would be improper to accept that people would desire democracy for the sake
of concrete results. To accept this would open the door to a politics dominated by selfThe Public and Its Problems provides starting points for such a conceptualisation of the public’s agency.
Concerning the agency of the public as it acts through the state, Dewey points out that it intervenes by
putting constraints on action. This conception of agency may be part of the answer to the question of
how the public may influence the course of affairs. Dewey writes: “[The public], being unable to forecast
and estimate all consequences, establishes certain dikes and channels so that actions are confined within
prescribed limits, and insofar have moderately predictable consequences. The regulations and laws of the
state are therefore misconceived when they are viewed as commands (PP, 53).”
48
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interests. Politics would quickly deteriorate into an unruly battle among partisans fighting for
their own gain. Democratic politics, it is then argued, should be about things that people are
not interested in for their own particular reasons: the general good. Another reason why a
democratic politics pursued “for the sake of concrete results” has been treated as suspect is
that such a conception carries with it the risk that democracy is reduced to a secondary
concern. If results are the point, then technocrats could possibly do just as good a job as
democrats. Accordingly, in many recent theoretical debates about democracy, not results, but
the “process” through which they are achieved, takes centre stage: democracy is then about
the particular procedures which will enable people to become full-blown citizens, with articulate
opinions based on sound evidence and supported by good reasons. Only public involvement in
politics that is valued for its own sake then appears to qualify as true democracy.
From the standpoint of the reading of the Lippmann-Dewey debate that I have
presented here, it is somewhat ironic that Dewey’s work is frequently mobilised in support of
the definition of democracy as deliberative procedure. Both Lippmann and Dewey rejected the
idea that political democracy is valued for its own sake, but Dewey did most to move away
from it. For Dewey, democratic politics could not be made sense of if the content of politics —
the contingent but vital problems that it addresses and the settlement that is sought for them
— was left out of account. One major reason that Dewey could embrace the content of
politics so wholeheartedly as he did in accounting for democratic politics is his radical reconceptualisation of “the public.” His speculative history of the genesis of the public posits
that the only way to get to the public, and the principal way that a public gets involved in
politics, is through content. The indirect consequences of action that people are affected by
are what call a public into being. That is also to say that a public for Dewey cannot be
understood as radically distinct from the persons that people are, apart from being members
of a public. Nor does the public deal, according to Dewey, with matters that are radically
distinct from the things that people have to deal with as part of their daily lives. For Dewey,
the distinguishing feature of issues that call publics into being is their distributed nature, not
their generality. It is the spread of the effects of a given action throughout the world that
turns a given problem into an object of democratic politics and that may turn actors into
members of a public.
If we focus mainly on Dewey’s definition of democracy in terms of procedures for the
participation of citizens in public debate, we lose from view his re-conceptualisation of
democratic politics as a practice of issue formation. In the same way, we lose a lot if we
reduce Lippmann to an advocate of expertocracy and the reduction of the public’s influence
on governmental decision- and policy-making. We have seen that it was Lippmann who first
proposed that the public must get involved in politics when issues arise about which the facts
are uncertain and about which no one knows what to do. With this proposal, Lippmann rejects
the idea that adequate knowledge is a necessary condition for democracy. But this condition
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of adequate knowledge for opinion-formation and decision-making is one of the key arguments
in favour of grounding politics in expertise, as opposed to people’s opinions. By clearing it out
of the way, Lippmann actually shows us a way out of the conundrum of how to do democracy
when the issues are too complex to grasp for most people. Lippmann includes the experts
among these people, and adds that it is precisely under conditions of imperfect knowledge
that we must engage in democratic politics. It is because of proposals like these that I consider
it an unconstructive simplification to set Lippmann up as the enemy of Deweyian democracy,
even if it is quite true that it is thanks to Dewey’s critical elaboration of Lippmann’s work that
the latter can be read as an invitation to conceive of strong political democracy as a practice
of issue formation.
The question, then, is how Lippmann’s and Dewey’s conceptualisation of public
involvement in politics as involvement in issue formation can help us to develop a definition of
the democratic deficit, one that takes into account the constraints on political democracy
under circumstances in which the sites of (democratic) politics must be considered multiple. In
the following chapters I will take up their idea that when it comes to failures of democracy, the
failures of institutions and publics-in-the-making to assure a settlement for affairs constitute a
crucial event from the standpoint of political democracy. We have seen that Dewey himself
eventually opted for a different approach to the democratic deficit: he came to dwell on the
absence of a cohesive social community as the key problem of democracy in the Great
Society. Because of this, I have argued, Dewey could no longer recognise the settlement of
affairs as the prime object of political democracy. In retrospect, we can also give a different
reason why Dewey did not stick with issues to the end: he did not have the instruments
needed to observe and describe the process in which publics organise around issues. This is
clear in retrospect, because we do have such equipment at our disposal: it is possible to trace
the formation of publics around affairs on the Internet — a possibility that I will explore in
chapter four. But before doing so, I will consider some other constraints on conceiving political
democracy as a practice of issue formation in the next chapter. A serious allegation against
such practices is that they undermine political democracy, because they collaborate in the
escape of politics from the grasp of representative democratic arrangements. This allegation
has been articulated in an especially forceful way by authors working in the field of “agenda
setting,” which can be understood as a continuation of the Lippmann-Dewey debate by other
means, those of empirical political science.
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3 . Issues in, publics out ?

3.1 Introduction
In some respects, issues are today quite widely recognised as an organising principle of
political democracy. In the first chapter I discussed the proposal of David Held to use the
principle of “issue-affectedness” to organise inclusivity and accountability into political
processes. He argues that in the light of the proliferation of issues that resist processing by
the institutions of the nation-state, we should adopt a new rule to guide us in deciding when
political process can be considered democratic. His new rule says that all those who bear the
consequences of a given affair have the right to be involved in decision-making about it. Issues
are also very much present in recent discussions about the roles that social movements, nongovernmental organisations (NGOs), and new political parties currently play in channeling the
political engagements of citizens. Several authors have made the argument that the
representational politics traditionally facilitated by national political parties may currently be in
the process of being replaced — or of being re-invented as — another kind of politics. This
new politics is variously characterised as open and informal, as geared towards influencing
lifestyles as much as formal decision-making processes, and as issue-based.1 With regard to
the latter feature, it is sometimes said that citizens today are less inclined to enter into a
durable relation with ideological programmes, and instead commit to a particular matter of
concern: a railway, immigration laws, abortion, open source software — the concern for which
is then mediated by the multi-faceted political strategies pursued by the new organisations.
Such acknowledgements of the role of issues in the enactment of political democracy,
however, have not gone unchallenged.
On the other side of these debates, there are those who reject the idea that issuebased democratic politics could ever replace established democratic arrangements. In a
critique of the post-national brand of democracy advocated by David Held, the political
theorist Will Kymlicka argues that only national arrangements can underpin genuine
democracy: in the absence of a fully shared transnational language, and well-embedded
transnational media, national citizenship is the only true form of citizenship.2 The idea that
issue-based organisations could replace traditional political parties is sometimes countered
with the criticism that these organisations are ephemeral and unaccountable. This is a bit like
saying that if only the new organisations would re-invent themselves as political parties, with
solid mechanisms of accountability in place and a century-long history, they could then
properly mediate citizens’ involvement in politics. However, there also exists another type of
argument concerning issue politics in its relation to political democracy, which cuts across
Bovens, “De verplaatsing van de democratie.” Norris, Democratic Phoenix, 188–193. Bennett, “The
UnCivic Culture,” 744-745. Beck, The Reinvention of Politics, 100–104, 142-146.
2
Kymlicka, “Citizenship in an era of globalization.”
1
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these debates. In the 1960s and 1970s, by now classic works associated with the field of
political science called “agenda setting” developed the argument that a politics of issues as it
is pursued within national governments undermines political democracy from the inside out.3
Works by American political scientists such as Elmer Eric Schattschneider and Hugh Heclo, and
the British sociologist Steven Lukes, all focused on the processes by which the issues of
governmental politics come to be defined. They argued that once we take these issue-political
practices into account, we see that ideals and arrangements of popular sovereignty are under
pressure. Each in their own way, these authors argued that the definition of the issues at stake
in the political process counts as a – or even the - decisive political intervention, insofar as this
influences or even determines who participates in politics and how. If we recognise this fact,
they said, it becomes clear that representative democratic arrangements, such as elections
and consultations, cannot ensure that politics is guided by the preferences, interests or will of
the people. Processes of issue formation inevitably take place at a distance from the people.
These arguments suggest that there are more problems with issue politics than recent debates
about global democracy and new social and political organisations make it appear.
Current debates in which the politics of issues figures as a potential new mode of
doing democratic politics are very much debates about the locations of political democracy
and the type of organisations that mediate the political engagement of citizens. Here the
question is where political democracy can and should be performed (in national versus
transnational places) and which formats should organise people’s involvement in politics (the
old political parties versus new parties and NGOs). The arguments about the relations between
issue politics and political democracy put forward by the theorists of agenda setting, however,
make it clear that these questions of location and organisation do not exhaust the problems of
democracy that issue politics entails. They observe issue politics at work not beyond the reach
of national governmental institutions, in the transnational domain and the extra-institutional
domain, but inside national governmental institutions. Accordingly, the threat that issue
politics poses to political democracy cannot be reduced to the danger that extra-institutional
actors (NGOs, social movements and new political parties) and institutions beyond the nationstate would take over political functions from established actors and institutions. The agenda
theorists do not relegate issue politics to some extra-institutional outside, in principle leaving
the workings of national democracy untouched: it is pursued inside established institutions.
Moreover, Schattschneider, Heclo, and Lukes do not criticise issue politics so as to strengthen
the legitimacy of established ideals and arrangements of democracy, as contemporary critics
of new political and social organisations sometimes do. Democratic ideals and arrangements
come out weakened, or at least subdued, from their accounts of the role that issues play in
the organisation of democratic politics. Lastly, I should mention that the critique of issue
politics in their case — especially when their arguments are taken together — cannot be
International Encyclopaedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences, ed. N. J. Smelser and P.B. Baltes (New
York: Elsevier Science, 2001), s.v. “Agendas: Political” (by Frank R. Baumgartner).
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reduced to a political campaign against either right-wing or left-wing agents that are
threatening to colonise politics. Some of the authors associated with agenda setting are
pragmatists, while others are critical theorists, some are conservative and others are
progressive, but they all present issue politics as undermining political democracy.
The agenda theorists described issue politics as a politics that is driven by special
interests, dominated by experts, oriented towards policy, and/or regulated by struggles for
power, and for this reason they considered it incompatible with ideals of strong democracy.
Especially because their critiques of issue politics cannot be reduced to an attack on the rise
to prominence of new locations and new organisations of democratic politics, these critiques
put a heavy burden of proof on those who see a role for issues in the enactment of political
democracy. If we want to elaborate further the proposition that I derived from the work of
Walter Lippmann and John Dewey in the previous chapter, that issues are indispensable to the
enactment of political democracy, we need to take these critiques seriously. Not only is it
obviously important to look into the complication that issue politics may in fact undermine
democracy, if we are considering to adopt the opposite hypothesis. To take up these critiques
is also an attempt to do justice to the type of problems of democracy that issue politics itself
may bring with it. Thirdly, it may be a good way of reviewing the reasons why we would want
to draw a different conclusion than the one the agenda theorists reached. On what grounds,
and to which purposes, could we resist the proposition that issue politics must be reduced to a
play of special interests, to a politics that lets the experts decide, and to a power-game?
Moreover, as we shall see, the concepts that these authors developed to describe the politics
of issues may actually turn out to be of great help to account for the role of issues in the
enactment of strong political democracy.

3.2 An odd contrast: issue politics then and now
Juxtaposing current discussions of the role of issues in organising politics in democratic
societies with accounts of this very same phenomenon developed in the 1970’s, we can notice
a puzzling divergence between the two. Authors working on the question of transnational
democracy at the turn of the 21st century present a politics that is organised around issues
as a democratic politics, one that makes it possible to organise inclusivity and accountability
into the political process, or is at least compatible with these ideals. In making this argument,
these authors drawn on a concept that was developed in the 1970s by the political scientist
Hugh Heclo, that of the “issue network,” to describe how a politics organised around issues
undermines ideals and arrangements of popular sovereignty. I have not found any discussion of
this metamorphosis of the concept of the issue network, from a tool of critique of
governmental practices in democratic societies, into a building block of proposals for their
democratisation. Tracing this shift, from the work done in the 1970s on the rise of the issue
network and its corrosive effects on political democracy, to current conceptualisations of the
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issue network as a locus of a transnational democratic politics, we are faced with the question
of how ideas about issues regulating politics could, with such apparent ease, have been
brought into alignment with concepts of democracy.
We have seen that the political theorist David Held proposes to grant the issues of
politics a crucial role in determining whether political processes qualify as democratic and what
is to be done if they are to deserve that label. He posits that a political process is democratic
when “all those significantly affected” by a given issue — actors Held refers to as decisiontakers — are recognised as members of the political community to be involved in decision4

making about it — that is, when they have become decision-makers. For Held, democracy
requires that the political community coincides with (or in Held’s words, “is symmetrical and
5

congruent with” ) the set of actors who are implicated in the issue at hand.6 He writes:
The creation of diverse sites and levels of democratic fora...creates the possibility of
including people who are significantly affected by a political issue in the public (in this
case, transcommunity public) sphere. If diverse people beyond borders are effectively
stakeholders in the operation of select regional and global forces, their de facto status
as members of diverse communities would need to be matched by a de jure political
status, if the mechanisms and institutions that govern these political spaces are to be
brought under the principles of inclusiveness and subsidiarity. Stakeholders in de facto
communities and networks of local, national, regional, and global processes will be
politically empowered only if they achieve the necessary complementary de jure
7
status.

Held proposes that this democratic principle today finds its concrete application in attempts to
strengthen the networks of global governance.8 This is one of the principal ways, he posits, in
which the requirement that those affected by an issue are involved in decision-making about it
may be further entrenched in political practices today. 9 Held fills in the potentially hazy notion
of “networks of global governance” by elaborating the concept of the “global issue network,”
which he borrows from Jean-Francois Rischard (see below). In Held’s description, the issue
network is a permanent or temporary configuration of knowledgeable people from
governments, business, and international NGOs, who work together on a common issue,
evaluating alternatives and formulating norms.10 He considers it one of the least bad forms of

Held, Global Covenant, 98-99.
Held, Global Covenant, 98.
6
The problem of a lack of congruence between those involved in decision-making and those affected by it
is also highlighted by Jürgen Habermas. He writes: “Because nation-states must make decisions on a
territorial basis, in an interdependent world there is less and less congruence between the group of
participants in a collective decision, and the total of all those affected by their decision.” As I argued in
chapter two, the notion of congruence risks to import a correspondence model into democratic theory, or
put differently, an epistemology of the given, which would lead us to fail to appreciate the articulation of
the issue as the process in which the political community comes about. Habermas, “The Postnational
Constellation and the Future of Democracy,” 70.
7
Held, Global Covenant, 101.
8
To be sure, John Dewey spoke the language of networks too, even if he didn’t use the word very often:
associations between humans and elements in their environment are the principal elements of Dewey’s
social ontology. But in treating democracy, Dewey committed to the language of institutions and the
bonds of community, as opposed to that of the loose and informal ties of networks.
9
He writes that “to restore symmetry and congruence between decision-makers and decision-takers ...
requires a strengthening of global governance,” Held, Global Covenant, 102.
10
Held, Global Covenant, 104-105.
4
5

71

organising politics available today that can facilitate the expansion of the range of actors
11

involved in decision-making to include the issue-affected.

It is here that we can observe the

odd shift in the appreciation of issue politics that occurred sometime before or during the
1990s.
Hugh Heclo first proposed the term “issue network” in the 1970s in order to capture,
problematise, and criticise a new style of policy-making that was on the rise in Washington
D.C. under the Carter administration, which he described as “the broadening of organisational
participation in policy-making.” 12 Heclo questioned the extent to which Washington “policy
circles” — think tanks, scientists and activists as well as NGOs working and networking on the
same issue — were increasingly defining the issues of governmental policy. More specifically,
Heclo observed that, in American government circles, “issue-activists,” “issue-experts” and
“issue-watchers” were increasingly forming “loose alliances” in which they came to define
13

public affairs by sharing information about them.

For Heclo, these issue networking practices

undermined the representative system of government, because here the “issue-people” get to

articulate political affairs before government officials, politicians and the general public become
involved. According to him, this posed a threat to the representative democratic arrangements
on at least two counts. First, the rise of the issue network according to Heclo meant that
distance between politics and citizens was growing. Government officials and representatives
were now increasingly bound by the issue definitions and policy proposals developed in the
issue network, and “the more closely political administrators become identified with the
various specialized policy networks, the farther they become separated from the ordinary
citizen” (IN, 112). Secondly, Heclo considered it impossible that the issue network would take
over some of the functions of the representative system in involving people in politics:
The problem is that only a small minority of citizens, even of those who are seriously
attentive to public affairs, are likely to be mobilized by the various networks. Those
who are not policy activists depend on the ability of government institutions to act on
their behalf. (IN, 112)

The idea that a politics based in issue networks has an undermining effect on political
democracy seems to have all but disappeared from contemporary accounts of issue networks.
As the anthropologist and legal scholar Annelise Riles has noted, the issue network is one of
the prime concepts relied on today to provide affirmative accounts of transnational politics.
She writes: “International relations scholars avidly promote transnational issue networks as the

11

Held criticises the issue network on a number of points, among others for not providing a principle for
the demarcation of the community of stakeholders. For Held, the issue network is for this reason no more
than a “useful short-term mechanism.” Still it is one of the main specific proposals for organising
governance around issues that he puts forward in this book. Held, Global Covenant, 107.
12
Heclo, “Issue Networks and the Executive Establishment,” 103 (hereafter cited in text as IN).
13
“Increasingly, it is through networks of people who regard each other as knowledgeable, or at least as
needing to be answered, that public policy issues tend to be refined, evidence debated, and alternative
options worked out – though rarely in any controlled, well-organized way” (IN, 104).
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new, more creative, more principled register of international political action.”

14

This is not the

place to review the International Relations literature, but two examples can give us an
indication of the ways in which the “issue network” is put to use to describe practices of
transnational politics and democracy. Firstly, the author from whom David Held adopts the
notion of the Global Issue network (GIN), Jean-Francois Rischard, explains in an interview that
the merit of the concept of the issue network is that it may help to “prompt” us “into lateral
thinking about global governance — not the representational and hierarchical terms that we
are so used to, but in terms of the possibilities offered by a networked approach.”

15

The issue

network, in Rischard’s account, assembles representatives who are knowledgeable on a
particular issue from three parts of society — governments, business, and civil society groups
— to analyse the issue, formulate norms and standards for government and business, and try
to enforce them. He values it as an organisational format that enables collaboration, or even
concerted action, beyond institutional frameworks, making it possible to sidestep the hurdles
that the bureaucratic ways of international institutions put in the way of an effective approach
to today’s global problems. In work in political science on transnational activism, the issue
network appears to be taken up for similar reasons. As Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink put
it in their book Activism Beyond Borders, the network is a useful concept because it “stresses
fluid and open relations among committed and knowledgeable actors working in specialized
issue areas.”

16

These authors embrace a specific version of the issue network, the advocacy

network, as the organisational form that captures the specificity of current practices of
transnational activism:
what is novel about these networks is the ability of non-traditional international actors
to mobilize information strategically to help create new issues and categories and to
persuade, pressure and gain leverage over much more powerful organisations and
17
governments.

It is important to note that not all of these contemporary accounts of issue networks
explicitly frame this organisational form as a democratic one. Held and Rischard use the term
“governance” and Kick and Sikkink are writing about advocacy. However, these authors do
suggest that the issue network can either do some of the work of democracy or is compatible
with it. Keck and Sikkink put forward the advocacy-network as an important contemporary
medium for the enactment of one of the core practices of liberal democracy at the
transnational level: accountability. Advocacy networks, they posit, “hold powerful actors to

Riles, The Network Inside Out, 2.
Rischard, “Network solutions for global governance,” 1.
16
Keck and Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders, 8.
17
Keck and Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders, 2. On the same page, Keck and Sikkink give a definition of
the advocacy-network: “A transnational advocacy network includes those relevant actors working
internationally on an issue, who are bound by shared values, a common discourse, and dense exchanges of
information and services.” By positing that actors in the network share values, Keck and Sikkink deviate
from the minimalist definition provided by Heclo, but they do draw on his seminal article in further
specifying the features of the advocacy-network. Keck and Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders, 10, 32.
14
15

73

their previously stated policies or principles.” 18 Rischard sees it as a forte of the issue network
that it has the potential to replace the “representational” modes of governance “that we are
used to.” He does make it clear that the global issue network cannot be equated with
democracy when he proposes that this organisational form is to be complemented with an
“adjunct forum:” ”a form of electronic democracy.” He envisions “an Internet site designed to
consult thousands, maybe tens of thousands of people across the world as to what they think
about the diagnostics and the solutions discussed inside each network.” Even if the idea of
“tens of thousands of people” telling what they think “on the Internet” is easily criticised for
being not a very effective arrangement of democracy, Rischard does explicitly present the
issue network as compatible with democracy. Lastly, we have seen that David Held makes the
stronger claim that the formation of global issue networks itself is one of the principal ways in
which democratic principles may currently be embedded in governance practices. For him, the
issue network is one of the least bad instruments available today to ensure a greater overlap
between the set of actors that are affected by an issue and those that make decisions about
it.
Those who affirm the issue network today as a locus of transnational politics do not
go so far as to say that the issue network may foster popular sovereignty. They do not argue
that issue networks enable a fully inclusive citizenry to effectively infuence political decisionmaking. But insofar as the issue network is presented here as an acceptable substitute for
representational politics, as compatible with an inclusive and accountable politics, or even as a
locus for the enactment of such a politics, these accounts substantially deviate from the initial
characterisation of the issue network as corrosive of political democracy. How is it possible
that something that was defined as a problem of democracy in the 1970s — the rise of the
issue network — is today presented as a solution?

3.3 Don’t be happy, be worried: issues turn democracy into a problem
Considering the silent transformation of the concept of the issue network, we could criticise
the assumption that issue networking and political democracy are compatible. With regard to
Held’s democratic principle of the inclusion of the issue-affected in decision-making, we could
for example ask whether it is realistic to suppose that all those affected by a given issue would
ever actively participate in the “democratic regulation” of this issue, and that they would do
so in the capacity of citizens, rather than that of lobbyists or experts. Or, extending the
argument that I developed in the previous chapter, it could be argued that those who consider
issue politics to be compatible with modern forms of political democracy, such as
accountability and public debate, fail to take sufficiently seriously the theoretical
consequences of acknowledging the role of issues in organising democratic politics: it requires
a re-conceptualisation of political democracy. But more important than such criticisms is the
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question of what exactly the potential problems are with the assumed compatibility of issue
politics and political democracy. In this respect, it is important to realise that Heclo’s critical
account of the issue networks that emerged in Washington D.C. in the 1970s extends earlier
arguments about the undermining effect of issue politics on ideals and arrangements of
political democracy: arguments developed by other authors working in the field of agenda
setting, of which Schattschneider and Lukes are two important representatives.

The Semisovereign People by E.E. Schattschneider, published in 1960, was already
discussed in the first chapter. This short book developed the groundbreaking argument that
the issues of politics must be recognised as the principal organising force of governmental
politics in liberal democracies. But, to my knowledge, it was also the first work to explicitly
grant issue politics the dubious honour of being the principal undermining force of the ideal of
participative democracy. The book carries the subtitle A Realist’s View of Democracy in

America, which not only signals the author’s commitment to make sense of practices of
democratic politics rather than to evaluate ideas about them. It also gives away the principal
conclusion of the book: if we appreciate the formative role of issues in governmental politics,
then we must acknowledge that when it comes to democracy, modest arrangements for public
involvement in politics are the most that we can realistically hope for. Schattschneider’s book
can in this respect be seen as extending the tradition of democratic realism that we
encountered in the second chapter as the current in American democratic thought with which
Walter Lippmann was associated. 19 Like Lippmann, Schattschneider argues that the opinions,
interests, and will of the citizenry can inform governmental politics only in a limited way. But
whereas Lippmann arrived at this conclusion principally by showing that people living in
technological societies cannot possibly live up to the ideal of the sovereign citizen,
Schattschneider derives it from his account of the practices of issue formation that according
to him are formative of governmental politics. For him, issue politics is a power politics, by
means of which forces within government struggle to dominate the political agenda. Since the
general public, which is located outside the institutions of government, is drawn into this game
at a relatively late stage, it can play only a small role in influencing the course of the political
process.
We have already seen in the first chapter that at the heart of Schattschneider’s theory
lies the proposition that political power in democratically governed societies derives from the
capacity to decide what political conflict is about. According to Schattschneider, this
determines how the political community gets divided up, and thus, the balance of force among
its members.

19

Robert Westbrook notes that Lippmann differed from other democratic realist insofar as he did not rely
on Freudian and behaviourist conceptions of human nature. Lippmann was more empiricist than other
realists – he was committed to account for situated processes of opinion- and decision-making. In this
sense too, Schattschneider is close to Lippmann, even if Schattschneider does not consider the settings of
politics to be of much relevance for an account of political process. Westbrook, John Dewey and American
Democracy, 294
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What happens in politics depends on the way in which people are divided into factions,
parties, groups, classes, etc. The outcome of the game of politics depends on which
20
of a multitude of possible conflicts gains the dominant position.

For Schattschneider, it is in the organisation of the political community that the distribution of
power comes about, and the principal operator of this organisational process is what
Schattschneider calls the conflict about conflict, that is, the struggle over the definition of the
issues at stake in politics: “Since the development of cleavages is a prime instrument of power,
the party which is able to make its definition of the issues prevail is likely to take over the
government” (SP, 73). For Schattschneider, issue formation is the prime site of the struggle
for power within government. The most important conclusion that Schattschneider draws from
this argument concern political democracy. As was discussed in chapter one, Schattschneider’s
concept of “the conflict about conflict” entails a specific understanding of democratic politics.
He defines it in terms of the public-isation of affairs: the attempt to expand a conflict over a
specific issue so as to include more and more members of the political community in it, so that
the balance of force within that community may shift. But the notion of the conflict about
conflict also implies a particular answer to the more specific question of how the general public
gets involved in politics. For Schattschneider, whether and how and which citizens come to
participate in governmental politics depends on the issues. He makes this clear as part of an
analysis of the problem of non-voting. Providing his own special explanation of this most
notorious democratic deficit of the 20 th century, Schattschneider locates the cause for the
lack of public participation in politics in the type of issues that organise governmental politics.
He writes: “The root problem of nonvoting is to be found in the way in which the alternatives
in American politics are defined, the way in which issues get referred to the public … and
above all by what issues are developed” (SP, 107). The question to whom the issues at stake
matter and to whom they do not, Schattschneider proposes, holds the key to voter apathy.
But from his account of public involvement in politics as mediated by issues, he also concludes
that the general public inevitably has only a limited role in directing the course of politics.
For Schattschneider, the decisive intervention in governmental politics is the definition
of the issues at stake. Because such interventions are the outcome of power struggles within
government, the notion that the people direct the political process becomes untenable:
The role of the people in the political system is determined largely by the conflict
system, for it is conflict that involves the people in politics and the nature of conflict
determines the nature of public involvement. (SP, 126)

From this Schattschneider concludes: “All classical concepts of democracy have overestimated
the strength and universality of the self-generated impulse of people to participate in the life
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of the political community” (SP, 108). The latter proposition is Lippmannian in tone and in
spirit, echoing the latter’s critique of the ideal of spontaneous democracy, which was
discussed in chapter two. Democracy, Schattschneider concludes like Lippmann — even if he
does not once quote him! — is not about “the spontaneous generation of something at the
grassroots” (SP, 135). But in contrast to Lippmann, Schattschneider argues that the
untenability of ideals of popular sovereignty must ultimately be traced back to the role that
issue formation plays in governmental politics. For Schattschneider, it is because governmental
politics is organised by issues, that the people cannot possibly direct the political process.
Issue politics for him is power politics, in which the people can only play a secondary, largely
reactive role. It is thus the nature of issue politics and its formative role in governmental
politics that leads Schattschneider to draw the Lippmanian conclusion that the best we can
hope for is that, as part of the contest over policy alternatives within governmental politics,
politicians will consult the public.
About a decade after Schattschneider published his now classic work, the British
sociologist Steven Lukes turned his argument about the role of issues in organising
governmental politics into an instrument for the critique of actually existing democracy. In his
short but famous book Power: A Radical View (1974), Lukes develops the argument that if
power is indeed exerted, as Schattschneider proposes, through the definition of the issues at
stake in governmental politics, then we must acknowledge that what passes for political
21

democracy in contemporary Western societies does not deliver what it promises.

Schattschneider’s account of issue politics for Lukes has crucial implications, not in terms of
the kind of democracy that is realistically possible, but for how we judge existing arrangements
of representative democracy: if Schattschneider is right, Lukes argues, then these
arrangements in fact do not assure that citizens’ interests are furthered or even protected. In
re-purposing Schattschneider’s argument in this way, Lukes adds a crucial element to the
account of the role of issues in organising politics. He introduces the concept of “non-issues,”
which refers to the masses of social, environmental, economic and other problems that are
kept from even becoming political issues by the play of forces that determines political
22

agendas.

It is important for Lukes that these problems are kept from evolving or erupting

into issues not just by the decisions that politicians make or fail to make, but also by forces
21

Lukes’ argument presents a critique of Robert Dahl’s pluralist theory of democracy, which was also the
implicit object of critique of Schattschneider in The Semisovereign People. In his study of local politics in
the city of New Haven in the United States, Dahl had argued that the definition and selection of issues in
politics is essentially the outcome of competition among groups, and concluded that representative
democratic arrangements may assure that this process proceeds fairly. In New Haven politics, Dahl had
shown, all issues will eventually make its way to the table, provided they are serious enough and are a
stated concern of the electorate. In positing that there are structural constraints on issue formation,
Lukes goes against this argument of Dahl: Lukes posits the failure of actually existing democracy, where
Dahl had registered its success.
22
Lukes derives the concept of the “non-issue” from that of the “non-decision,” developed by the political
scientists Bachrach and Baratz. The latter refers to interventions of political actors by which problems are
prevented from turning into political issues. Lukes stresses that the concept of the non-decision
substantially broadens the range of problems that may count as an political issue. For Bachrach and
Baratz, he notes, “it is crucially important to identify potential issues which non-decision-making prevents
from being actual.” Lukes, Power, 18-19.
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that are other than individual, namely “through the operation of social forces or institutional
practices…. in the absence of observable conflict.”

23

Lukes thus substantially broadens the

category of issue politics to include issues that are not yet recognised as such, and power
effects that are not brought about by actors, but operate below the threshold of purposeful
action. But what is equally important about the concept of non-issues is that it provides Lukes
with a kind of “external standard,” which enables him to specify just what the shortcomings of
existing arrangements of representative democracy consist of: these arrangements cannot
assure that the social problems that people are affected by are addressed by governments.
It is by being attentive to the tragic fate of non-issues that Lukes arrives at the
diagnosis that existing representative democratic arrangements do not in fact guarantee the
sovereignty of the people or even their involvement in politics.

24

In making this claim, Lukes

draws on a famous case study by Matthew Crenson, on the (un-)making of the issue of air
pollution in U.S. local politics. This case study had shown that the success or failure to
politicise a particular issue, namely air pollution, had everything to do with the presence of
business interests in the political community in question. Crenson had compared two cities in
the U.S. state of Indiana, which suffered from equal levels of air pollution. In only one of these
cities, however, this environmental problem was turned into a political issue. Crenson relates
this asymmetry in issue formation to an asymmetry between the power relations that marked
the two cities: the latter town was dominated by the company U.S. Steel, while the former was
not.
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For Lukes, the case study demonstrates, among other things, that existing formal

democratic arrangements do not in fact provide the guarantee that they are often credited
with: the guarantee that “all problems that cause dissatisfaction for a significant part of the
electorate, can be brought to the table” of governmental, in this case, municipal, politics. This
is because the politicisation of issues is constrained by forces that operate beyond, under, or
alongside such arrangements. Lukes thus argues that once we attend to the role of issues in
the organisation of governmental politics, we must equally take into consideration the tragic
fate of non-issues, and when we do so, we are struck by the extent to which existing
arrangements of representative democracy fail to ensure that the interests of citizens are
protected. The pervasiveness of issue politics for Lukes implies that a representative system
of government is in fact “no guarantee of political openness or popular sovereignty.”

26

Lukes Power, 24.
While Lukes’ account of the proliferation of non-issues leads him to expose the insufficiencies of
representative democratic arrangements, the larger aim in the book, as its title makes clear, is to develop
a concept of power that takes into account that power may operate well beyond the more limited domain
of observable actions. The exploration of this concept progressively leads Lukes’ analysis away from the
phenomenon of issue politics, and into the netherworld of structural power effects and underlying
interests. Lukes lets the question of power relations prevail over that of democratic legitimacy of
governmental politics, in good Marxist tradition. It could be said that we here encounter another way in
which issue politics makes democracy impossible: when focusing on the politics of issues, the question of
power comes to take precedence over that of democracy.
25
Lukes, Power, 43 – 44.
26
Lukes, Power, 44. It is somewhat problematic, as Lukes himself also recognises, to construe the lack of
consideration of the political establishment for problems that people themselves have not yet recognised
as their own as a violation of the sovereignty of these people. If a problem such as air pollution does not
exist for people, how then can the absence of this problem from the political agenda be said to be against
23
24
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The accounts of the politics of issues developed by Schattschneider and Lukes make it
clear that Heclo’s verdict on the issue network was part of a much wider debate in political
science in the 1960s and 1970s about the corrupting effects of issue politics on ideals and
arrangements of popular sovereignty. However, Heclo made a distinctive contribution to these
debates. Firstly, he approached issue politics as one specific mode of organising governmental
politics for which there are alternatives, in contrast to the argument of Schattschneider and
Lukes that issue politics is an intrinsic aspect of governmental politics.27 Heclo distinguishes
between the “issue network” and the “iron triangle,” as two alternative ways in which interest
groups have been organised into government policy- and decision-making. He posits that
lobbyism was previously mediated by the latter: closed and stable formations that “linked
executive bureaus, congressional committees, and interest group clienteles with a stake in
particular programmes” (IN, 88). But presently, he observes, “public policy issues tend to be
refined, evidence debated, and alternative options worked out” in broad and ever-changing
configurations of activists and experts, in a relatively uncontrolled and unorganised way (IN,
104). Crucially, whereas the iron triangle represents an institutionalised arrangement,
mediating the interests of members of a pretty well-defined establishment, the issue network
is much more open as to its membership, bringing together a loose set of actors who “identify
the issue as their interest” (IN, 102). The difference between these two modes of organising
influence on government policy-making becomes perhaps most clear in the concrete example
that Heclo gives of this shift:
At one time agricultural policies could be accounted for fairly economically in terms of
general purpose farmers’ organizations, particular bureaus in the Department of
Agriculture, and a congressional farm bloc in legislative committees and
subcommittees. Today one would have to feed into the equation not only more
specialized expressions of agricultural interests (different associations for particular
commodities, corporate “farmers,” grassroots family farm groups, and so on) but also
environmentalists, international economic and foreign policy advocates, and civil
28
rights, nutritional, and consumer groups. (IN, 112)
their will? Part of the answer to this question is that by focusing on the exclusion of issues from political
process as evidence of the insufficiency of representative democratic arrangements, Lukes begins to
complicate the understanding of democracy in terms of popular sovereignty. By positing an intimate
connection between issues, their chances of politicisation, and the interests that accordingly are taken
into account as part of political process, Lukes’ argument suggests that issue formation should be
recognised as an important dimension of democratic politics.
27
For Heclo, the rise of issue networks must be understood as the outcome of a particular historical shift
in the functioning of U.S. government. Presenting a particular version of the thesis of the displacement of
politics, Heclo posited that the growth of the U.S. government after the second World War, “has pushed
more and more policy concerns out of the federal government’s own structure and into masses of
intermediary, issue-conscious groups” (IN, 94). However, soon after Heclo identifies a different culprit for
this shift in the locations of politics: “as more and more puzzling, unfamiliar policy issues have been thrust
on government, more and more fluid groups have been unexpectedly mobilized” (IN, 94).
28
Judging from how this quote continues, Heclo’s problem with issue networks also appears to be that
they introduce a rather more embodied kind of politics in Washington D.C.: “Whereas a previous agriculture
secretary might have surrounded himself with a few political cronies, and a clutch of Farm Bureau (or
National Farmers’ Union) insiders, the current secretary’s inner circle is described as including “three
women (one of them black), a Mexican-American, an environmentalist, two economists, and one politician.
Within a year of his appointment the politician was gone after reported fights with one of the “women”
who was also the former executive director of the Consumer Federation of America” (IN, 112-113). Heclo
does not explicate his critique of the inclusion of previously excluded genders and races in political
process, which can be sensed in this quote. Also, his definition of the issue network presents it as a
disembodied configuration: he principally defines it in terms of the circulation of information among
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Since the issue network according to Heclo is an optional form of organisation, he
does not follow Schattschneider and Lukes in drawing general conclusions as to the fate of
political democracy after issue politics. He does argue, like Schattschneider and Lukes, that a
formative role played by issue formation in governmental politics entails that representative
democratic arrangements cannot assure the sovereignty of the people. With the shift to issue
networking as the basis of policy, Heclo claims, government becomes increasingly
disconnected from elected representatives as well as from the electorate at large (IN, 118119). But according to him, representative mechanisms would provide a perfectly suitable
democratic arrangement if the influence of issue networks could be restrained in some way.
Indeed, the issue network is Heclo’s principal target of critique, not the ideals or arrangements
of democracy that fail to take the effects of issue politics into account. He lists four features
of the peculiar style of policy-making exhibited by issue networks, that make it impossible that
the issue network could ever facilitate public involvement in politics (IN, 119-121). Firstly,
Issue experts love the complexity of their issues, whereas politicians and people need things to
be simple if they are to engage in politics. That is to say, the issue network for Heclo stands
29

for the technicalisation of policy-making.

Secondly, issue experts care too deeply about their

issues to be able to make compromises, and thus contestation over issue definitions here
easily takes over from the quest for consensus:
issue networks actually provide a way of processing dissension. The aim is good policy
– the right outcome on the issue. Since what that means is disputable among
knowledgeable people, the desire for agreement must often take second place to
one’s understanding of the issue. (IN, 120)

Thirdly, issue networking inspires humility in the participants in this process, as they aim to
serve the issues well, and because uncertainty and controversy over the right course of policy
are brought out forcefully in the network: “The new breed of policy politicians are cool
precisely because the issue networks are hot” (IN, 120) . By constrast, the success of
democracy according to Heclo depends on strong leaders in which the average citizen can
participants. The embodiments of what is defined by Heclo as a disembodied entity, the issue network,
deserve exploration. It could very well force us to reconsider the importance attributed to information
sharing in the formation of issue networks. But to do this well, we would need to study how people come
together in issue networks, something I do not do in this thesis.
29
He writes: “the issue network … ties together what would otherwise be the contradictory tendencies of,
on the one hand, more widespread organizational participation in public policy, and, on the other, more
narrow technocratic specialization in complex modern policies” (IN, 103). Interestingly, in making this
point, Heclo goes against the received wisdom that is still common today that the more technical policymaking becomes, the more rational it will be: “The point is that a somewhat new and difficult dynamic is
being played out in the world of politics and administration. It is not what has been feared for so long: that
technocrats and other people in white coats will expropriate the policy process. If there is to be any
expropriation, it is likely to be the policy activists, those who care deeply about a set of issues, and are
determined to shape the fabric of public policy accordingly” (IN, 105). For Heclo, the technicalisation of
policy-making involves an increased involvement of special interest groups in politics. While I will take issue
with Heclo’s distinction between special and common interests below, his argument seems to me
extremely important insofar as it dissociates technicalisation of policy-making from its rationalisation. It
follows from this argument that the problem of technocracy is not that instrumental reason gets its way,
but that policy-making processes may easily be captured by special interests.
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have confidence.

30

Lastly, issue networks are bad at closure: “The networks thrive by

continuously weighing alternative courses of action on particular policies, not by suspending
disbelief and accepting that something must be done” (IN, 121).
In judging the issue network in this way, Heclo comes to embrace an ideal of
democratic government that is not so unlike the weak democratic ideal which Schattschneider
says that the prevalence of issue politics forces us to embrace: the ideal of strong leaders,
trusting citizens, clear choices between policy alternatives, and a government that “gets
things done.” In this sense, Heclo’s analysis makes it just as clear as the others that a
consideration of the politics of issues has consequences for our understanding of public
involvement in politics. Below I will further question Heclo’s democratic ideal, and also those
upheld by Schattschneider and Lukes. But a review of the work of these three authors does
yield solid reasons why issue politics means trouble for ideals and arrangements of political
democracy. Each in their own way, these authors characterise issue politics as a politics that is
driven by interests that are not those of the public, and which leaves only a limited role for the
people to influence the course of affairs. In this respect, the label “agenda setting” seems to
be a rather misleading name for this line of work, since Schattschneider, Lukes and Heclo show
that the formative role of issues in politics is not limited to the moment of the formulation of
the political agenda, but rather extends over a whole range of political processes: those of
policy-, decision- and opinion-making. But the crucial point is that the accounts of issue politics
developed by these authors impose a substantial burden of proof on all those who propose
that an issue-oriented politics may qualify as democratic, or that it may even be as an
important site of democracy after the displacement of politics.

3.4 Becoming realist with respect to democracy
The question is then: how serious is the challenge posed by the agenda theorists’ arguments
that issue politics undermines political democracy to current proposals to acknowledge issues
as an organising principle of democratic politics? Before answering this question we should
have a critical look at the agenda theorists’ arguments themselves. What is particularly
puzzling about the accounts of Schattschneider, Lukes and Heclo is that even if they all assert
that issue formation plays an important role in organising politics or policy-making in Western
democratic societies, none of them has very much to say about the part that issues play in
involving publics in politics. Equally striking is that Schattschneider, Lukes and Heclo mostly

Heclo argues that that citizens’ confidence in government becomes especially important in the face of
the growing influence of issue networks. He also points out that citizens “are expected to have a certain
amount of detachment and dubiety in choosing how to give their consent to be governed” (IN, 120). But
he goes on to observe that due to the variability of issue definitions produced by issue networks over
time, issue networking has as an effect that vague definitions of policy issues are presented to the public.
He notes: “none of this is likely to warm the average citizen’s confidence in his leaders” (IN, 120). After
which he concludes that issue networks have the effect of “undermining a democratic identification of
ordinary citizens with their government” (IN, 121). The challenge posed by issue networks leads Heclo to
emphasise leaderschip, and one could say, to embrace an authoritarian concept of representative
democracy.
30
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provide formal accounts of public involvement in politics. They describe the arrangements that
should facilitate such involvement, rather than accounting for the ways in which it actually
comes about, as they do for politics or policy-making. That is, their work is marked by an
asymmetry between, on the one hand, a description of politics and policy-making as it is

practiced in at least nominally democratic societies, and, on the other hand, an understanding
of public involvement in politics as a formal arrangement . In this respect, it could be said that
the agenda theorists are realist when it comes to politics and policy-making in Western
democratic governments, but they remain idealist when it comes to democracy. To question
this asymmetry is to reconsider both the agenda theorists’ characterisation of issue politics as
well as the harsh judgements they pass on the fate of political democracy after issue politics.
The asymmetry is most extreme in the case of Heclo. While he provides a historically
informed, meticulous report of the dealings among interest-groups, experts, government
officials and politicians in Washington D.C., he approaches political democracy as an ideal,
according to which “government acts on behalf of” the citizenry, and people have confidence
in their leaders. Heclo tells us how public involvement in politics should work in theory, but not
how it works in practice. Moreover, he presents political democracy as an arrangement in
which issues by definition play no notable role: in his account, mechanisms of actor
representation, exemplified by elections, can do all the work of mediating between politics and
the public. In Heclo’s account, the public only needs to know about the policy alternatives
proposed by representatives of government, and not really about the unresolved issues that
are contested in political circles. For different reasons, Steven Lukes also refrains from
describing political democracy as a practical achievement. With regard to democracy, Lukes
principally makes a negative argument: he shows that existing arrangements of formal
representation cannot assure that issues are taken care of, and accordingly, that the interests
of citizens are protected. But he does not explore how and which arrangements could
effectively mediate the politicisation of issues. The politics of (non-)issues for Lukes is
intrinsically a non- or even anti-democratic politics. Schattschneider presents a more
complicated case, because he does explicitly describe how the issues of politics in practice
involve or fail to involve the public in politics. However, he too ends up characterising political
democracy as a formal arrangement, in which the issues of politics play only a secondary role.
At the end of The Semisovereign People, he defines political democracy as “a competitive
political system in which competing leaders and organizations define the alternatives of public
policy in such a way that the public can participate in the decision-making process” (SP, 138).
This definition does not describe practices of public involvement in politics either, but presents
a formulation of a attenuated ideal of democracy. In a way similar to Heclo’s ideal, it outlines
an institutional arrangement in which the democratic leadership is the main protagonist in
enabling public participation, with issues being reduced to alternatives formulated by these
representatives.
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While the agenda theorists carefully document the practices of issue politics as they
are pursued within government, they do not extend this mode of analysis to public
involvement in politics. I cannot think of any good reason why we should follow them in this.
To the contrary: once issue formation has been recognised as a crucial dimension of
governmental political practices, this opens up the question of how public involvement in
politics, too, is practically achieved, and what role issues may play in bringing it about.
Especially because the analysis of issue politics leads the agenda theorists to water down, or
even reject altogether, the democratic ideal of active public participation in politics, it is all the
more important to investigate empirically what becomes of public involvement after issue
politics. Thus, in retrospect we can say that the democratic realism embraced by
Schattschneider, but also in a sense by Lukes and Heclo, is in fact not realistic enough. Building
on the early 20 th century tradition of democratic realism, Schattschneider’s realism consists
of, on the one hand, a commitment to describe democratic government as an on-going
process, and on the other hand, an acceptance that modern ideals like popular sovereignty in
practice turn out to be unrealisable. The latter feature of classic democratic realism can also be
recognised in the work of Lukes, to the extent that his account of democracy too, is limited to
registering the unattainability of the democratic ideal of popular sovereignty. As to Heclo, his
democratic ideal itself can be understood as a disillusionment with democratic ideals, as it
elides the notion of active engagement with politics by institutional outsiders. The democratic
realism of the agenda theorists is in this respect still idealistic: it defines public involvement in
politics first and foremost as an ideal, instead of approaching it as a practice. It does not seek
to positively describe what forms such public involvement in politics takes as an on-going
process, but only makes the negative argument that ideals of public involvement can not
possibly provide an accurate description of these processes. Rejecting these idealist residues
in the 1970s version of democratic realism, we can be more realist than the democratic
realists, and redefine it as the commitment to account, not just for governmental politics, but
also for public involvement in politics as a practical achievement. Realism then entails the
refusal to reduce political democracy to an ideal, and the demand that we try to do justice to
the work that is required to actually bring about public involvement in politics.31
To modify the notion of democratic realism in this way has consequences for how we
approach issue formation in its relation to public involvement in politics. Firstly, to approach
governmental politics and public involvement in politics in a symmetrical way means that we no
longer make any a priori assumptions about where issue formation takes place.32 Thus, as the
31

This does not mean that ideals do not play an important role in organising public involvement in politics,
as I will discuss in chapter five. It means that to do justice to the role of ideals, we must describe how they
are mobilised in practice, and gather force in the process.
32
The symmetry principle was famously put forward by David Bloor as a contribution to the sociology of
science. Bloor opposed the unequal treatment of true and false knowledge: the idea that true knowledge
can be explained in terms of the method by which it is arrived at, whereas false knowledge must be
explained in terms of social, psychological en political factors that distort knowledge formation. Bloor’s
symmetry principle targets the distinction between ideal and practice insofar as the asymmetrical
approach that he opposes explains true knowledge in terms of an ideal method, and false knowledge as
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most obvious point of divergence from the agenda theorists, we cannot assume that issue
formation principally happens in government or in alignment with government policy-making.
Practices of public involvement in politics may draw on and mobilise issues just as practices of
governmental politics do.33 (In this respect, “agenda setting” is, after all, not be such a bad
name for the work of Schattschneider, Lukes and Heclo: their accounts are limited to
processes in which the issues of governmental politics are defined.) Arguably the most
important implication of this change of perspective is that we cannot accept the distribution
of issues and their reality values assumed by the agenda theorists. Both Lukes and Heclo
distinguish two categories of issues: issues on the governmental agenda, which are politicised
but fictional, and external realities that are authentic but not politicised. Heclo defines an issue
as an “aspect” of public policy or problem with public policy as defined by the issue network
(IN, 103). In his account issues depend for their existence on the professionalist or specialist
discourses deployed in the issue networks that define them. Moreover, Heclo emphasises time
and again that issue definitions developed in issue networks should not be expected to reflect
affairs as they manifest themselves beyond the networks that converge on Washington D.C.,
as when he states that policies defined in Washington may often be “nonsense or worse seen
from the view point of ordinary people” (IN, 123) or when he disdainfully refers to “what
passes for reality in Washington” (IN, 106). Such a distinction between non-politicised realities
that are authentic and politicised issues that are fictional is still more apparent in the work of
Lukes. For him, all issues that are successfully politicised are permeated by power effects, and
therefore cannot be expected to reflect real interests or real states of affairs. Non-issues,
which are kept from being articulated as political affairs by the play of social and institutional
forces, on the other hand, can, according to Lukes, only be accurately disclosed by social
science.
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He thus seems to assume that politicisation destroys the reality of issues: only non-

politicised issues count as real, while political issues are contaminated by illusion. Such a strict
discontinuity between the unreal issues of politics and the real non-issues of daily life cannot
be accepted as given, once we approach public involvement in politics as a practice, and begin
to examine the role of issues in that practice.

ensuing from socially embedded practices. A similar asymmetry can be recognised in the agenda theorists’
account of democracy: political democracy is defined as an ideal, whereas un-democratic politics is
described as a practice perverted by power. However, in adopting a symmetrical approach to politics and
public involvement in it, we will have to account for the ways in which ideals are enacted in practice. Here
it makes no sense to reject ideals as unhelpful fictions. For this reason, I think that with respect to political
democracy, we should opt for a thin principle of symmetry, one that says no more than that political
practices as well as practices of public involvement in politics must be approached as practical
achievements. Bloor, Knowledge and Social Imagery.
33
Since the 1970s, research in agenda setting has directed attention to issue formation in other spheres
than that of governmental politics: those of science, the media, and social movements, among others. But
this work tends to focus on the influence of issue framings in extra-governmental domains on the
governmental agenda, and not so much on the role of issues in involving publics in politics.
34
“Men’s wants may themselves be a product of a system which works against their interests, and, in such
cases, [the radical view of power] relates the latter to what they would want and prefer, were they able to
make the choice.” Lukes, Power, 34. According to Lukes, it is the task of social science to describe this
counterfactual situation.
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In asking the question of how public involvement in politics is practically achieved, the
(dis)continuity between issue definitions put forward by government institutions and
articulations of these issues in extra-institutional locations must be questioned. Firstly, to
approach public involvement as a practice precludes any a priori assumptions as to the
distribution of reality values among the issue definitions that it mobilises: this is to be
determined empirically. But a more substantial reason comes into view when we recognise that
to approach public involvement in politics as a practice, we must account for it as something
that institutional outsiders actively engage in. From this standpoint, to accept a strict
discontinuity between the fictional issues of governmental politics and the real but nonpoliticised issues of daily life as given, makes it impossible to understand why outsiders would
engage with politics. Public involvement, I want to argue, can only be made sense of as a
practice that in one way or another involves the questioning of discontinuities between issue
definitions put forward by institutions, and articulations of issues as they arise out there, in
extra-institutional locations. If the failure of institutional issue definitions to mediate problems
as they make themselves felt in daily life were to be accepted as given, then we would equally
accept as given that there is no point in the involvement of outsiders with politics. Why else
would such figures engage with institutional agendas, if not to address the scandal of
discontinuity between the issues “in there” and the issues “out here”? Interestingly,
Schattschneider, an adherent of classic democratic realism, recognised that the possibility of
continuity, or perhaps better put, contamination, between the issues of politics and the
problems of everyday life is a necessary condition for public involvement in politics. He had
argued that whether or not people participate in politics (whether they show up for elections)
depends crucially on which issues are on the agenda and how they are defined. To make sense
of public involvement in politics as an activity that institutional outsiders engage in, we must
assume that some sort of continuity may be established — even if this is the continuity of an
ostensible discontinuity — between issue definitions put forward by governmental institutions
and problems that occur elsewhere. This does not mean that the politicisation of issues may
not involve their fictionalisation. But the resulting unreality of the issues of politics must be
appreciated as a problem with which practices of public involvement are precisely concerned.
A third, related point on which the definition of issue politics put forward by the
agenda theorists must be modified, concerns their tendency to reduce issues to instruments
of power or interests. While Schattschneider does not go so far as to deny the issues of
politics their reality, he gives an extremely reductive answer to the question why actors would
want to engage politically with an issue: to seize power. Influencing political agendas is such a
crucial political practice according to him, because it determines the relations of force among
actors. He writes: “The party which makes its definition of the issues prevail is likely to take
over the government” (SP, 74). For Schattschneider, an issue comes into being as the result
of some kind of survival-of-the-fittest struggle within government over the political agenda:
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“ an issue is produced only when the battle is joined” (SP, 73). Such a power-reductionist
understanding of issue politics, too, makes it impossible to make sense of practices of public
involvement in politics. If issues principally matter as a route to power, then the only effect of
active involvement of outsiders in politics would be that they become insiders — something
that practically dissolves the category of public involvement. By denying publics any specific
agency in the transformation of non-issues into issues, as distinct from the agency of
institutional agents, their contribution to politics becomes incomprehensible. Steven Lukes’
account also evinces such power-reductionism, and here too the effect is that the specificity
of public involvement cannot be appreciated. Focusing on non-issues, Lukes posits that the
power effects that keep social actors from recognising these issues as their interests are allpervasive. As a consequence, public involvement in politics, according to Lukes, cannot
possibly do the work that most urgently needs to be done: the transformation of non-issues
into issues.
Interestingly, Schattschneider’s Semisovereign People also points towards an
alternative to the power-reductionist account of issues. Characterising democratic politics as a
process of “the socialization of conflict” in the first half of this book, he had emphasised that
the actors involved are to a degree overtaken by this process of issue formation. He writes:
“As a consequence of the widening of involvement [in a conflict] the original participants are
apt to loose control of the conflict altogether” (SP, 3). Moreover, Schattschneider here
posited that when a conflict expands, not only the role of the original participants changes,
but the balance of force among participants, and the definition of the issue also undergo a
shift: “Everything changes once a conflict gets into the political arena — who is involved, what
the conflict is about, the resources available” (SP, 36-37). According to Schattschneider’s
early account of issue politics, none of the actors involved can be said to be in control of this
process: they are all overtaken by the issues.35 From this, I would say, it follows that issues
cannot possibly be reduced to mere instruments of power struggle. This is where the remark
by Heclo is particularly pertinent: the actors involved have “the issues as their interests …
rather than interests defining positions on issues” (IN, 102). That is, to acknowledge the role
of issues in organising politics is to affirm that it is impossible to ascribe predefined interests
to the actors involved. With regard to practices of public involvement in politics, once we say
that issues cannot be reduced to actors’ interests or aspirations for power, the engagement of
institutional outsiders in politics may in a symmetrical way be understood as a case of being
drawn in by the issues. And in their case too, pace Lukes, it must be affirmed that their
interests remain under-defined as long as the issues in which they are implicated remain so as
well.

35

In contrast to this, Schattschneider’s modest democratic ideal posits a democratic leadership that
brings policy alternatives to the attention of the public when it sees fit. in this later account,
Schattschneider reintroduces a notion of mastery that his earlier characterisation of democratic politics as
the socialisation of conflict had successfully excluded.
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To find out how public involvement in politics is to be described qua practice requires
empirical exploration of such practices. But the fact that the agenda theorists did not attempt
to account for public involvement in politics in the realist terms in which they accounted for
governmental politics, it can now be made clear, undermines their general conclusion about the
consequences of issue politics for political democracy. To appreciate what becomes of public
involvement in politics after issue politics, we can now say, it is not enough to appreciate the
constraints that governmental political practices put on its enactment. Not only does
symmetry demand that public involvement in politics be equally described as a practical
achievement; once issue formation has been recognised as a crucial dimension of political
practices, its role in involving publics in politics must also be addressed. From this standpoint,
Schattschneider, Lukes and Heclo have shown nothing more (but also nothing less), than that
to the extent that politics is organised by issues, this politics can be subjected to a series of
critiques. Firstly, issue formation often takes place at a distance from the general public, and
accordingly, the citizenry is likely to be excluded from the politics of issues. Secondly, interest
in issues often takes the form of special interests, and these interests cannot as a matter of
course be equated with the public interest. Thirdly, as Lukes work shows, to take into account
the role of issues in politics, is to be confronted with the problem of non-issues: serious issues
may be actively kept off the political agenda. Lastly, Schattschneider and Heclo have shown
that as part of a politics of issues, relations of sovereignty among politicians and the public

become unsettled, either because a politics organised by issues is marked by controversy, or
because issues have the tendency to unsettle relations of force among actors. However, these
critiques by themselves do not justify the general conclusion that Heclo, Schattschneider, and
Lukes reach each in their own way: that the ideal of active public participation in politics must
be exposed as an unrealistic ideal. Public involvement in politics deserves an equally realistic
treatment as political practices before conclusions can be drawn about the fate of strong
ideals of political democracy.

3.5 Agenda setting upside down
If we opt for another kind of democratic realism than that of the agenda theorists, how do we
then appreciate the features of issue politics that are dubious from the standpoint of basic
democratic ideals — those of the inclusivity of decision-making, regard for the public interest,
and a modicum of power to the people? The Lippmann-Dewey debate may serve as a guide in
answering this question. In the previous chapter, I argued that the great merit of the exchange
between these two thinkers is that they came to recognise issue formation as an important
vector of public involvement in politics. Lippmann and Dewey have shown that when public
involvement is approached as a historical event or an on-going process, then the rise of an
issue turns out to play a crucial role in the formation of publics that seek to intervene in
matters of government. Indeed, they argued that it is precisely with respect to issues that
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publics may make crucial political interventions: affairs that existing institutions are failing to
take care of depend on public involvement for their settlement. In proposing this, Lippmann
and Dewey had already set the arguments of the agenda theorist on their head, before the
latter were even developed. Whereas the agenda theorists argued that to take the role of
issues in politics into account is to realise that active public involvement in politics is not really
possible, Lippmann and Dewey had made the opposite argument: we can only make sense of
active public involvement in politics when taking into account how it is occasioned by issues
and dedicated to their settlement. Their work can help us to reconsider the dubious features
of issue politics brought to light by the agenda theorists; to begin with the serious problem
that issue formation is more often than not an exclusive process.
In the previous chapter I derived the motto “no issue, no public” from the work of
Lippmann and Dewey, and I proposed to insert “no politics” in the middle. This modification
underscores a circumstance that is banal but potentially crucial in its implications: to organise
a public around an issue takes time and effort. If publics indeed organise around affairs, and we
acknowledge this to be a practical endeavour, then it is absurd to expect that publics come
into existence overnight. They do not arrive in the first act of processes of issue formation. To
acknowledge this practical constraint on public involvement in politics has consequences for
how we judge the exclusivity of these processes. In critiques of the exclusivity of issue politics,
the relatively small actor-groupings that organise around issues tend to be opposed to the
broad actor-groupings whose involvement in politics is facilitated by other modes of political
organisation, such as elections. However, we can now say that inclusive publics themselves
must be understood as an outcome of organisational processes that are extended in time and
in space. From such a standpoint, a set of actors that organises around an affair cannot be
reproached for not being born a mature political community, i.e. a public. In his critique of the
issue network, Heclo opposed this organisational form to the disorganised public.
Schattschneider too, assumed at the end of The Semisovereign People that the public is only
politically organised to the extent that state-based arrangements of public involvement
facilitate this. This point leads Heclo and Schattschneider to appreciate representative
democratic arrangements for enabling the inclusion of unorganised publics in politics.

36

In this

way, these authors succeed in capturing the specific organisational achievement of modest
representative mechanisms like elections. However, I want to stress here that, in making these
points, Heclo and Schattschneider leave out of consideration the processes of issue formation
that make it possible for a representative machinery to achieve this to begin with. Without a
feed of issues to draw actors in, a representative arrangement is bloodless. In this sense, the
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Heclo and Schattschneider do not explicitly discuss this feature of representative arrangements, but it
can be inferred from their arguments. Heclo writes: “More policy intermediaries may widen participation
among activists but deepen suspicions among unorganized non-specialists. There may be more group
involvement and less democratic legitimacy” (IN, 121). Schattschneider’s attenuated concept of
democracy emphasises that the impulse for public involvement in politics is not located in people: in his
account, citizens are consulted on the initiative of government (SP, 138).
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assumption that publics do not need to get organised is flawed: even the most minimally
structured publics, such as voting publics, are to some extent organised by the issues. Now,
the issues from which publics in part derive their coherence, have also been the subject of
engagement of far more limited groupings. Indeed, the organisation of a public depends in part
on their efforts at issue formation. It follows that it is problematic to uphold the inclusive
public as a standard by which to judge the relatively exclusive actor-groupings that configure
around issues. If their exclusivity is to be criticised, we must do so on other grounds.
This brings us to the second potentially dubious feature of issue politics, the fact that
it tends to be dominated by special interests. With respect to this feature too, it is too easy
to simply disapprove of it. In the previous chapter, I discussed John Dewey’s critique of the
association between “public” and “general” and of the corresponding rejection of particulars as
something with which democratic politics should not be concerned. According to Dewey, the
affairs that concern the public must be understood not as general, but as distributed in nature.
It is first and foremost because the issue effects in which actors are jointly implicated
transgress the boundaries of existing communities, that this actor grouping may qualify as a
public. That is to say, according to Dewey, the modes by which actors are caught up in issues
are deeply particular in nature. For him, it is the extension of specific consequences that affect
actors that defines a given matter as a public affair. Dewey then goes on to argue that the
formulation of an inclusive and common interest is the task of such a public called into being
by an issue. In the second chapter, I argued that, in making this argument, Dewey did not
sufficiently appreciate that actors are likely to be antagonistically implicated in an issue,
something that substantially complicates the process of the articulation of a common interest.
I will return to this point in the next chapter, but what is relevant here is that Dewey’s account
of the organisation of a public around an issue proposes that such a public passes through
different states: there is the public as it is called into being by the indirect consequences of
action, and then there is the public that defines its common interest and seeks to compel the
government to act upon the issue. Dewey did not make much of the consequence of this
argument that the organisation of the public is an extended process. However, as we do make
this inference, we can now say that it makes little sense to judge actor-groupings that
organise around issues, and the interests that are articulated in the process, by looking at the

particular state in which they happen to find themselves at a given moment. This has
consequences for how we value the interests defined as part of processes of issue formation.
When Heclo criticised the issue network for organising special interests, he opposed
these to the common interest of the citizenry at large. However, this opposition breaks down
to some extent if we follow Dewey in defining a public interest as the joint — and, we should
add, antagonistic — concerns of a set of actors caught up in a distributed affair, and if we
approach the organisation of a public and the definition of its interests as a process that is
extended in time and in space. The common interest of an inclusive community must then be
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understood as the outcome of a process of articulating the special interests of actors who are
jointly and antagonistically implicated in issues. That is, rather than opposing special to
common interests, the latter must be characterised as a particular extension of the former.
The organisation of a public and the articulation of its common interest, we can then say,
depends at least in part on the prior configuration of particular actors around particular causes
of concern. In this respect, it not only makes little sense to criticise an actor-grouping
configuring around an issue for not yet exhibiting the feature of inclusivity. The same goes for
the critique that the interests articulated in this process do not yet qualify as a common
interest. It is absurd to celebrate inclusive actor-groupings and inclusive interests, while
rejecting the actor-groupings and interest definitions that prepare the ground for their
organisation and articulation. Moreover, if one of the greatest dangers of all is the desertion of
issues that no one is taking care of, then we had better develop an appreciation for the notyet-publics that adopt them. Here too, we must conclude that if issue-political practices are to
be criticised for their lack of regard for the public interest, then we must come up with a
different reason to do so.
Rather than taking snapshots of “the current state” of actor-groupings that are
organised around an issue at a particular point in time, to distinguish inclusive publics from
exclusive special interest groups, it makes much more sense, I want to argue, to direct our
critical gaze at trajectories of issue formation. This of course, is precisely what
Schattschneider proposed when he defined democratic politics as a process of the publicisation of affairs. As was discussed in the first chapter, Schattschneider distinguishes two
opposite movements of a politics of displacement: the socialisation of conflict versus its
privatisation. The former movement entails an expansion of conflict and the implication of a
wider political community in the issue, while the latter consists of a reduction of the scope of
conflict, and the attempt to undo the organisation of a wider community around the issues at
stake in it. We have seen that this conceptualisation of democratic politics can be criticised for
reducing democratic politics to a struggle for power. For Schattschneider, the public-isation of
conflict counts as a democratic politics because it may bring about a shift in the balance of
force within the political community. As I will discuss in the next chapter, to appreciate the
public-isation of affairs as a democratic politics, it may be much more fruitful, or even
indispensable, to focus on the ways in which the public-isation of affairs works upon issues: the
effects it has on current issue definitions and on the terms of their settlement. However,
Schattschneider’s distinction is particularly valuable because it implies that, with respect to
political democracy, the crucial difference is not that between actor-groupings that in their
current state qualify as inclusive and, accordingly, as representing the common interest of
such an inclusive actor-grouping, versus those that do not. The key distinction is that between
processes of issue formation that take the detour via a greater political community, and those
that avoid or resist such detours. This distinction is helpful not only because it characterises
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the formation of a public as process. Approaching it from a Lippmannian-Deweyian standpoint,
it also points towards this potentially fruitful proposition: the issues that concern the public —
those that fail to be settled within existing institutional arrangements — depend on detours of
public-isation for their settlement.
I will explore this proposition in the next chapter. But here I should make it clear that if
we adopt Schattschneider’s distinction between the public-isation and the privatisation of
issues, we affirm that special interests may play an important role in involving publics in
politics, and we reject the idea that democratic politics is necessarily dedicated to inclusive
interests. In distinguishing between issue-political configurations that count as vectors of
democratic politics and those that do not, we instead differentiate between interests that are
articulated as part of the public-isation of issues and those that do not survive this movement.
Surprisingly, Schattschneider himself did regard inclusivity as the most important feature of
public interests. He characterises special interest groups as driven by concerns that “ exclude
others and may be adverse to them,” whereas a public interest is shared widely, “by all or
substantially all members of the community” (SP, 23-24). This distinction, I would say, undoes
a lot of the realism that Schattschneider had achieved by defining democratic politics as the
public-isation of affairs. Confronted with the complication that interest groups organised
around a concern that is clearly not widely shared may nevertheless be serving the public
interest, Schattschneider comes to posit the theoretical inclusiveness of such concerns as a
reason to define them as public interests. He writes:
Is it possible to distinguish between the “interests” of the National Association of
Manufacturers and the members of the American League to Abolish Capital
Punishment? The facts in the two cases are not identical. First, the members of the
A.L.A.C.P. obviously do not expect to be hanged. The membership is not restricted to
persons under indictment for murder or in jeopardy of extreme penalty. Anybody can
join the A.L.A.C.P….. The inference is therefore that the interest of the A.L.A.C.P. is
not adverse, exclusive, or special. (SP, 25-26)

By focusing on the theoretical inclusiveness of interests in distinguishing special interest and
public interest groups, Schattschneider fails to acknowledge the practical constraints on the
articulation of public interests, as he had done when he characterised democratic politics as
the public-isation of affairs. That is, he does not appreciate the huge challenge that a special
interest group like the American League to Abolish Capital Punishment faces: to define a
problem whose resolution cannot count on widespread support as an intolerable abuse that
the public won’t tolerate, and to face the adversity that this will evoke. It must transform an
issue that for the moment only concerns people who take a special interest in it into a cause
of public concern. That is also to say, the crucial difference seems to me not to be that
between groups dedicated to selfish interests and those dedicated to altruistic interests, as
Schattschneider suggests when he emphasises that the members of the league against capital
punishment do not expect to be hanged in the foreseeable future. The crucial distinction, I
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would say, is that between interests that are articulated as part of the public-isation of issues,
and interests whose defence requires that they be furthered outside the limelight. The key
question is whether interests pass the test of public-isation. In this respect, I also don’t see
why it would discredit the anti-death penalty issue, if convicted murderers were to take part in
its politicisation.
But what about the other two criticisms of issue politics: the critique that issue
politics is not just a practice of getting issues on the agenda but also one of actively keeping
others off it; and secondly, the allegation that a politics of issues undermines arrangements of
popular sovereignty? Once we acknowledge that issues play an important role in involving
publics in politics, we can only confirm these two complications. From a realist standpoint,
there is no use denying these complications, and it would make little sense to posit that
political democracy requires their removal. The proliferation of non-issues, and the unsettling
of relations of sovereignity when issues arise, are precisely reasons why publics should get
involved in politics. As to non-issues, from a Lippmannian-Deweyian perspective these must be
defined as affairs that current institutional arrangements are failing to address, and whose
articulation and settlement accordingly depends on the public-isation of affairs. Moments in
which such issues emerge are precisely moments in which publics-in-the-making must engage
in issue formation. This is to say that the proliferation of non-issues requires, besides a critique
of the politics of issues, an argument in support of it. From a pragmatic standpoint, the redefinition of matters that previously qualified as non-issues as new matters of public concern
is their only chance to be addressed. It is not the fact that some issues are kept off the
agenda, but the failure or sabotage of attempts to publicise issues which must be seen as
indicative of a democratic deficit. As I will argue in the remaining two chapters, the critique of
issue politics and of its corrosive effects on political democracy needs to be directed at such
attempts to privatise public affairs.
The unsettling effects of issue politics on arrangments of popular sovereignty can also
be understood as indicative of a situation in which publics should get involved in politics. As
Schattschneider pointed out, the public-isation of an issue challenges relations of sovereignty
to the degree that, in this process, all actors, whether institutional, organised or individual, are
shifted out of their familiar positions: in the face of the affair, no one can pretend to be
unproblematically in control of the situation. All actors involved tend to be overtaken by an
issue that is being publicised. For this reason it is only to be expected that relations of popular
sovereignity — the relations between a government and a citizenry whose will or preferences
can be said to be reflected in the decisions of that government — become unsettled in these
circumstances. This also follows from my account in the previous chapter of the conditions
under which publics engage in politics: a public must intervene when existing institutional
arrangements prove unable to take care of an issue. A feature of this situation, we can now
say, is that here available institutions fail to effectively mediate public concern for the matter
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at hand. In this respect too, the circumstances in which publics actively engage in politics
should be expected to bring with them an unsettling of relations of popular sovereignity. It is
only through the lengthy and laborious process of the public-isation of issues — of attempting
to articulate an affair, draw actors into it, and formulate a possible settlement — that the
major problem of being overtaken by issues may be addressed. But the good news is that
during such attempts to organise a public around an affair, the important ideal of sovereignty
may perhaps be realised, albeit in a different sense than the one in which the agenda theorists
understood this event, as will be discussed in the last chapter.

3.6 Conclusion
This account of the role of issues in the enactment of public involvement in politics, suggests
that the proposal to recognise the issue network as a site of democratic politics is not
necessarily misguided. This mode of organisation, we can now say, may serve as a site for the
definition of issues as matters of public concern, and for the organisation of a public around
these matters. Since the issue network allows for extra- and cross-institutional mobilisation
around issues, it may even be especially appropriate as a platform for the articulation of public
affairs: it allows for issue formation at a relative distance from institutional arrangements,
whose failure to provide a settlement for issues is what makes it necessary that a public
adopts these issues to begin with. However, this certainly does not mean that the critical and
ensobering descriptions of issue politics provided by the agenda theorists can now be happily
forgotten. If we appreciate the roles that issues play in occasioning public involvement in
politics in the way I propose here, we can only affirm the proposition of Schattschneider,
Lukes, and Heclo that issue politics turns democracy into a problem. When an issue arises that
existing institutions are ostensibly failing to address, these institutions demonstrably fail to do
the work of the public, to take care of affairs. Moreover, the transformation of an emerging
issue into a public affair is likely to be a long and laborious undertaking. The configuration of a
public around an affair should accordingly be expected to happen late in this process, if it
happens at all. That is, issue formation mostly occurs in the absence of a public. For these
reasons, the suggestion that issue politics, and more specifically, the organisational form of
the “issue network,” is unproblematically compatible with democratic ideals must be strongly
rejected.
When the issue network is presented as a tool of the democratisation of governance,
many of the daunting challenges that the public-isation of issues brings with it are left out of
account. The most important feature of issues that require public involvement is that they

cannot count on an organised political community to take care of them. Such a community
must be organised. Moreover, to address such issues is likely to require the adaptation or
invention of tools for organising knowledge-, opinion- and decision-making, because affairs that
depend on the public for their settlement often are, as Lippmann and Dewey pointed out,
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those for which “precedents are lacking.” Another challenge that the public-isation of issues
brings with it is that it is likely to involve the displacement of issues away from the
institutional arrangements in which they are currently located. After all, it is the failure of
these arrangements to provide a settlement for the issue that necessitates public involvement
in it. However, institutional arrangements may easily appear to be the ones best equiped for
organising public involvement in politics. To assume the compatibility between issue
networking and democracy is to fail to acknowledge these challenges, i.e. the problem that
political democracy turns out to be once we acknowledge the role of issues in involving publics
in politics. The problem with the optimistic coupling of issue politics and democracy is not that
processes of issue formation are incompatible with ideals of strong democracy, as the agenda
theorists argued. The problem is that such an optimistic approach downplays the fact that
issue politics has the odds against it, with regard to its qualification as democratic politics.
Such an approach fails to take seriously the practical constraints on the enactment of political
democracy. Moreover, when the issue network as described by Heclo is proposed as a model
for the management of global issues, it may become a vector of anti-democratic forces that
are even more harmful than those identified by Heclo.
Heclo’s distinction between special and common interests, I argued, is not useful if we
want to determine whether a given issue network qualifies as a vector of democratic politics,
or its opposite. It would lead us to dismiss a whole range of issue networks that may be in the
business of articulating public affairs, as representing merely a few particular interests of a few
particular actors. Schattschneider’s distinction between the public-isation and the privatisation
of issues is much more pertinent, if we are to differentiate between practices of issue
formation that qualify as enactments of democratic politics and those that clearly do not. This
distinction can also help to make clear what the problem is with Heclo’s definition of the issue
network. This issue network, we can now say, could easily become a site for the privatisation
of affairs: the blurring or ‘de-focusing’ of a matter of public concern, which enables its retreat
into amorphuous and anonymous networks of back-room deals and power-brokering. Heclo
defined the issue network as a particularly informal mode of political organisation, the rise to
prominence of which has the effect that issues, as well as political actors, are pulled away from
sites that are accessible to relatively uninitiated actors. In Heclo’s definition, the issue network
is unfit to perform the work of public-isation, which is likely to require an engagement with
formalities — not only because to address institutional issue definitions is to become involved
with formalities, but also because the wide circulation of issues is likely to require their
formalisation. From this perspective, to adopt Heclo’s definition of the issue network is to
underestimate the dangers of the privatisation of issues. Thus, when Jean-Francois Rischard
promotes the issue network because it may facilitate informal collaborations between
representatives of business, civil society and government, and allows processes of issue
formation to route around (trans-)governmental institutions, I would say that he effectively
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argues in favour of a privatisation of issues. It also means that if we want to put Heclo’s notion
of the issue network to use to account for public involvement in politics, we must adapt the
definition of this mode of political organisation to our purposes.
In the following chapter I will make use of both Schattschneider’s notion of the publicisation of issues as well as Heclo’s concept of the issue network to account for public
involvement in politics as a particular practice of issue formation. In order to do so, I will focus
on a specific attempt at the public-isation of a specific issue: the insertion of the issue of
climate change into a controversy surrounding the funding of fossil fuels by the World Bank. I
will argue that the issue network, besides being an informal mode of organisation, may
facilitate the articulation of issues as public affairs. Key to such a shift in perspective on the
issue network is the medium in which I study the configuration of such networks: the World
Wide Web. Indeed, the fact that issue networks can be seen to organise in the generally
accessible medium of the Web is one important reason why today it no longer makes sense to
approach the issue network as an informal configuration that is inevitably located at a distance
from the public. For this same reason, we perhaps cannot really blame the agenda theorists for
defining political democracy as a formal arrangement, rather than as a practical achievement:
they did not have the tools to follow processes of issue formation through to the point where
issues become the affairs of the public.
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4 . In search of an address for climate change

4.1 Introduction
This is an issue network on the World Wide Web (see Figure 1). It presents a set of Web pages
that are connected by hyperlinks and that all treat a particular issue: the Extractive Industries
Review (EIR). This is the name of a “multi-stakeholder consultation” that was commissioned by
the World Bank in 2000. The aim of the review was, in the words of the Bank, “to produce a
set of recommendations that will guide involvement of the World Bank Group in the oil, gas
and mining sectors.” 1 More specifically, the consultation process, which was conducted
between 2001 and 2003, was to evaluate fossil fuel projects financed by the Bank in terms of
its effects on “poverty reduction,” the principal stated policy goal of this institution. As for the
EIR network on the Web, I mapped it in February 2004, almost three months after the final
report of the Extractive Industries Review was published, and a couple of weeks before the
Board of Directors of the World Bank was supposed to take a decision about the report’s
recommendations. Around this time, the issue of the EIR, and more substantially, that of the
World Bank’s funding of fossil fuel projects, was “heating up” on the Web. Non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) that monitor the World Bank’s activities and environmental organisations
that work on the issue of fossil fuels, most notably, were making announcements and releasing
documents pertaining to the EIR almost daily. Indeed, the particular pages that make up the
nodes of this network on the Web can each be seen to add to the commotion around the EIR
in some way.
The home page of the Central European Bankwatch Network (www.bankwatch.org)
makes available a leaked draft response of the World Bank’s management to the EIR report, as
evidence that “the World Bank is ignoring key aspects of the report" and is intending "to keep
up its extractive ways.” The Sustainable Energy and Economy Network (www.seen.org) links to
the final EIR report and offers for download a brief entitled “The World Bank and Fossil Fuels:
at the Crossroads.” The Transnational Institute (www.tni.org) advertises a documentary on the
“myth of power privatization,” and the Bank Information Center (www.bicusa.org) announces
that “civil society groups launch an independent Web site on the EIR.” The World Bank Web
site could be said to respond to these statements, as the homepage of its Oil, Gas, Mining, and
Chemicals Division (www.worldbank.org/ogmc) presents a critical analysis of the EIR
consultation process. As the site does so under the title “EIR Reveals Stakeholders’ Difficulties
in Finding Common Causes,” it could lead us to suspect that the Bank wants to undermine the
legitimacy of the recommendations of the EIR’s final report, which it itself commissioned.2
World Bank Group, home page of the Extractive Industries Review Web site,
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/CSO/0,,contentMDK:20169065~pagePK:220503~
piPK:220476~theSitePK:228717,00.html.
2
The critical analysis of the EIR presented on the Web site of the Oil, Gas, Mining, and Chemicals Division of
the World Bank presents a fragment of a Financial Times article. The full article was made available by the
1

97

Finally, the Department for International Development of the British Government
(www.dfid.gov.uk) is the one page in this small network that does not mention the EIR. But it
does mention another (contending?) project, the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative,
which incidentally also figured on the home page of the World Bank’s Oil, Gas, Mining, and
Chemicals Division. Thus, almost all of these Web sites can be seen to feed the controversy
over the EIR. Each in their own way, they contribute to the articulation of the issue of the
World Bank’s funding of fossil fuel projects as an object of contention, advertising the affair
and framing it in particular, urgency-creating or urgency-deflating, ways.
I located this particular network on the Web with the aid of a piece of software called
Issue Crawler. This tool finds networks by following hyperlinks departing from a set of starting
points, Web pages provided by the user. For the EIR network in Figure 1, three NGO Web pages
that discussed the approaching World Bank decision on the EIR recommendations served as
points of departure: those of Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth, and the Extractive Industries
Review itself (see Appendix). The crawler follows the outgoing hyperlinks of such starting
points through several iterations, and performs a co-link analysis, determining which pages
receive two or more links from the broader network thus disclosed. On this basis, it
demarcates a hyperlink network on the Web, and visualises it. According to a definition I came
up with together with Richard Rogers, such a hyperlink network on the Web may be dubbed an
issue network, if most pages in the network are issue-specific (they discuss the affair under
scrutiny) and if most of them are active (they have recently been updated). 3 I will return to
the question of the particular mode of analysis that is embedded in the Issue Crawler software.
But caught up in this technical and methodological question is the interpretative question of
what we should make of the particular features exhibited by issue networks on the Web:
Should they be characterised as associations of special interest groups, akin to the issue
networks that Hugh Heclo observed in Washington D.C. in the 1970s, or do they present a
different phenomenon?
In this chapter I will describe issue networks in different terms than Heclo did. I will
approach issue networks on the Web as a useful heuristic to explore empirically how processes
of issue formation may mediate public involvement in politics. To study issue networks on the
Web, then, is a way to elaborate the proposition of Lippmann and Dewey that democratic
politics can be described as a particular practice of the public-isation of issues. However, it
should be clear that these networks, just as Heclo’s networks, cannot as a matter of course be

NGO Corporate Watch. However, the World Bank Web site does not provide a full reference to this article,
and only mentions the Financial Times in the lead that introduces the text. (“Later this month, James
Wolfensohn, the president of the World Bank, and his management colleagues will have to make one of the
easier but less popular decisions of their careers, writes the Financial Times in an analytical piece.”) For
these reasons, I attribute the analysis here to the World Bank’s Oil, Gas, Chemicals and Mining Division.
However, such practices of incomplete citation on the Web challenge us to let go of the metaphor of
“actors taking positions” in describing controversy, and focus, instead, on the circulation of claims.
Corporate Watch, newsclipping, “World: WB to Work on Oil, Gas and Mining Projects,” Financial Times,
February 26, 2004, http://www.corpwatch.org/news/PND.jsp?articleid=10129.
3
Marres and Rogers, “Depluralising the Web,” 121-122.
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qualified as sites of political democracy. It is far from straightforward to designate a
controversy like the one over the Extractive Industries Review that I encountered on the Web
in the spring of 2004 as an instance of public involvement in politics. To begin with, no
prototypical members of the public appear to be involved in this particular dispute, at least
judging from the ways in which it is presented on the Web. Instead of “average citizens,” NGOs
and intergovernmental organisations (IGOs) occupy the scene. Moreover, issue networks on
the Web, perhaps even more than Heclo’s issue networks, are held together by weak ties: at
least on first sight, the nodes in networks on the Web are related by no more than hyperlinks
and textual references among Web pages that happen to discuss the same controversy. There
is no robust institutional or procedural framework that could be said to contain, or even
substantially constrain, the enactment of controversy in this setting. EIR networks on the Web
do, of course, treat a particular institutionally and procedurally framed event, the Extractive
Industries Review. But as organisations on their Web sites comment on this multi-stakeholder
consultation and the fate of its recommendations after the publication of the EIR final report,
the action has moved well beyond a scripted exchange among stakeholders.4 Moreover, these
are networks that we analysts, and not necessarily the actors involved, observe on the Web.
The issue networks that configured on the Web around the EIR in the first half of 2004
thus present a hard case, if we are to explain how issue formation may mediate public
involvement in politics. On the other hand, precisely because, judging from the Web, no
prototypical public was involved in this particular affair — one that includes lay citizens as
opposed to professionals and that can rely on solid institutional frameworks to support its
organisation and definition — we can better assess the role that the public-isation of issues
plays in preparing the ground for public involvement, and this is what I want to do in this
chapter. But before further discussing issue networks on the Web, and the EIR controversy as
it was staged in this medium, I will first consider recent work done in the field of actor-network
theory (ANT), the approach that developed out of Science and Technology Studies (STS). This
work may provide the much-needed conceptual and methodological tools for the description of
issue networks on the Web as a site of public involvement in issue formation. As a matter of
fact, work in ANT has in recent years suggested most forcefully that democracy may be
dedicated to the articulation of issues and their settlement, even if, somewhat ironically, these
theorists of networks have not described democratic politics in networked terms.

4.2 Actor-network theory and “the question of democracy”

Of course, it is possible to appeal to more or less established norms of democratic procedure to judge
actors’ contributions to the EIR controversy on the Web. But here I want to emphasise that the staging of
controversy in this medium is underdetermined by such rules: the appeal to procedural norms inevitably
occurs post facto.
4
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Recent work in STS has described public controversies around techno-scientific issues as
crucial sites for the enactment of democracy. 5 This work takes up the classic question of the
democratisation of science and technology: the question of how practices of techno-scientific
research and development may be brought in agreement with democratic ideals of inclusive
opinion-making and accountable decision-making on matters of collective concern. STS
researchers bring to this classic question a particular perspective, one that is informed by the
theoretical sensitivities that they have developed in studying scientific practices. Representing
a subset of this larger body of research, work on this question that is informed by actornetwork theory grants special importance to the role of “objects of contestation” in organising
democratic processes. This attentiveness to the part that objects play in the enactment of
democracy can be traced back to studies of laboratory science undertaken by actor-network
theorists in the 1980s and 90s. In these studies, ANT researchers have explicitly advocated an
“object turn” in the social study of science.6
The German philosopher of science Hans-Jörg Rheinberger describes his own work as
undertaking a “shift in perspective from the actors’ minds and interests to their objects of
manipulation,” 7 thereby adequately characterising ANT-informed studies of scientific practices
more broadly. One of the features of the scientific objects described by actor-network
theorists is that they are underdetermined. Rheinberger proposes the notion of the “epistemic
thing:”
They are material entities or processes — physical structures, chemical reactions,
biological functions — that constitute objects of inquiry. As epistemic objects, they
present themselves in a characteristic, irreducible vagueness. This vagueness is
inevitable, because, paradoxically, epistemic things embody what one does not yet
know.8

This feature of under-determinacy can also be recognised in the concept of the “boundary
object,” developed by Susan Leigh Star and James Griesemer. This concept, they argue, helps
to explain how science, understood as a set of heterogeneous practices, is both fragmented
and unified.9 By focusing on the objects of science, they propose, we can observe how
different scientific practices invest scientific objects with radically different meanings, but

Sclove, Democracy and Technology. 156-157. Bijker, “Democratisering van de Technologische Cultuur,”
10. Callon, Lascoumes, and Barthe, Agir dans un monde incertain, 49-50.
6
It could be argued that the social study of science only became possible with the object-turn in the
history of science. It was Thomas Kuhn ‘s reframing of the history of science as a history of paradigm
shifts that opened up the possibility to account for science as a social practice. After Kuhn, not only the
inter-subjective dimension of science, but also its contents, could be analysed sociologically: the key shift
produced by his notion of paradigm was that it defined the objects of scientific research as internal to
scientific practices. In Kuhn’s terms, all scientific observation is theory-laden. After Kuhn, objects are not
external and prior to knowledge production. Instead, they are the site at which a paradigm receives its
most forceful articulation.
7
Rheinberger, A History of Epistemic Things, 1. Referring to the work of Bruno Latour, Rheinberger
subscribes to the latter’s claim that “there is a history of science, and not only of scientists and there is a
history of things, not only of science.” Rheinberger, A History of Epistemic Things, 3. See also Daston,
Biographies of Scientific Objects.
8
Rheinberger, A History of Epistemic Things, 28.
9
Star and Giesemer, “Institutional Ecology, Translations and Boundary Objects,” 392-393.
5
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simultaneously these very same entities provide these practices with a general coherence. The
notion that objects play an important role in the organisation of practice derives from work
done by Bruno Latour and Michel Callon on techno-scientific innovation. In these studies, they
put forward the theoretical proposition of the “co-articulation of object and social grouping.” 10
They explore how with the re-definition of the objects that are part of a given society social
configurations also change shape. This turn to objects in ANT, and its extension of this
approach to democracy, is important from our particular vantage point for two reasons. Firstly,
this work opens up a definition of “issues” that enriches Dewey’s definition of public affairs.
Secondly, some authors who work with ANT have begun to develop concepts of the publicisation of issues that provide an alternative to the account of this process provided by the
agenda theorists.
There are innumerable answers to the question of why ANT turned to objects in
accounting for science, but one answer is that it was an attempt to catapult understandings of
science out of the idealism characteristic of both the philosophy and sociology of science for
most of the 20 th century. ANT moved away from abstract concepts of “knowledge” and of
“norms” governing its genesis, from the all-too-human category of “the scientific community,”
and more specifically, from the preoccupation with scientific “reason” — so that science could
be approached as a worldly practice, as working with things and intervening in material,
actually existing worlds. But the extension of this object-oriented approach to the study of
democracy has a very particular result: democracy is said to stand in the service of the
accommodation of techno-scientific entities in society. Bruno Latour and Michel Callon have
characterised recent controversies over issues like mad cow disease, nuclear waste, asbestos,
neuromuscular disease, high-tension electricity lines, and AIDS, as exemplars of a special new
kind of dialogical form of democracy. In doing so, these authors align themselves with
proposals developed in political science to enrich representative democracy with deliberative
arrangements.11 But at the same time, their accounts of democracy capitalise on the objectoriented perspective that is peculiar to ANT. Michel Callon, together with Pierre Lascoumes and
Yannick Barthe, came up with the concept “the hybrid forum” to denote the type of
democratic process that is performed during controversies over techno-scientific issues. In
their description, such forums host deliberative processes in which heterogeneous actors —
those belonging to affected groups (lay people), experts, politicians and officials, among
others — collectively articulate the problem in which they are all implicated.12 In Politics of

Nature, Bruno Latour has outlined a procedure for ecological politics, in which a range of
competences — the sciences, ethics, politics, law and economics — contribute to the inquiry

Callon, “Struggles and Negotiations to define what is problematic and what is not,” 210. Latour, Reassembling the Social.
11
Fishkin, “Toward Deliberative Democracy.” Dryzek, “Deliberative Democracy in Divided Societies,” 9-11.
12
Callon, Lascoumes, and Barthe, Agir dans un monde incertain, 36, 167-168.
10
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into, and the appreciation and accommodation of the new entities that science and technology
introduce to the world.
The distinguishing feature of concepts of democracy developed in ANT is often said to
be that these concepts dissolve, to a degree, the customary separation between the epistemic
process of knowledge formation and political processes of community-, opinion-, consensus-,
decision-, or policy- formation. Models of democracy developed in political science tend to
respect this distinction, positing a separation between the provision of information about the
issue at stake, and the formation of opinions or decisions on this basis. They thereby
externalise the question of knowledge from democracy, and package it as “condition for
democracy.” 13 By contrast, the dialogic forms of democracy outlined by Latour, Callon and
colleagues reject this assumption, and approach knowledge formation and information
provision as processes that are likely to be caught up in the political process. Thus, the hybrid
forum of Callon, Lascoumes, and Barthe makes room for a “dynamic of double exploration,” in
which the process of inquiry into an issue and that of exploring the various social concerns
that it has raised intertwine: these authors foreground the crossovers between “the
exploration of possible worlds, and the composition of those worlds so that each may find its
place in it.” 14 As an example of such intertwining of processes of knowledge- and identity
formation, they describe how, during a controversy over the storage of nuclear waste in
France, it was the emergence of new technological options (surface storage) that made it
possible to accommodate the concerns of resistant groups (winegrowers, among others) in a
solution.15 However, when we consider this work in the light of the literature discussed in the
previous two chapters, the pragmatists’ accounts of public involvement in politics and classic
texts on agenda setting, this work stands out first and foremost because it explicitly states
that democratic process stands in the service of the domestication of (techno-scientific)
issues in society. 16 The democratic processes outlined by Latour and by Callon, Lascoumes,
and Barthe are dedicated to what these authors call “the composition of the common
world.” 17 The ecological procedure outlined by Latour provides a framework for the articulation
of what he calls “hairy objects,” the partly unknown entities that risk disturbing social life,

See for example Fishkin, “Toward Deliberative Democracy,” 280-281. Fishkin posits accurate information
as a precondition for deliberation. However, as Lippmann argued, the framing of information as an external
condition for democracy is probably best understood as a tacit assumption.
14
Callon, Lascoumes, and Barthe, Agir dans un monde incertain, 201.
15
Callon, Lascoumes, and Barthe, Agir dans un monde incertain, 205.
16
Latour especially elevates this goal to the defining objective of democratic process, since his procedure
does not provide the added feature of the transformation of affected people into participants in
deliberation. In the hybrid forum of Callon and colleagues, this remains an important dimension of
democratic process, presenting us with a win-win situation in which both matters of concern and the
concerned social groupings receive a pertinent articulation as part of democratic process. In Latour’s
ecological politics, on the other hand, it is not subject-positions but competences (science, politics, ethics,
law and economics) that come to be articulated as part of this process — here the notion that democracy
stands first and foremost in the service of self-assertion by a democratic subject is thus implicitly
rejected. The absence of this notion in Latour’s democratic procedure makes this procedure susceptible to
the criticism of technocracy. As Latour himself points out, an object-centred account of democracy has to
explain what makes such a process different from “mere problem-solving” (Latour, personal
communication).
17
Callon, Lascoumes, and Barthe, Agir dans un monde incertain, 51. Latour, Politics of Nature, 184-185.
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from “BSE” to “GM food,” with their eventual accommodation in society as the principal aim of
this process. This notion of the “hairy object” in some respects enriches Dewey’s definition of
public affairs.
In Politics of Nature, Latour does not present his object-oriented conception of
democracy as intrinsically better than subject-oriented models. Instead, he presents it as a
response to the challenge that today’s objects of politics pose to our political and scientific
institutions. Latour argues that these institutions today are faced with such “hairy objects,” as
opposed to “smooth objects.” (Using a different language to highlight roughly the same
distinction, he distinguishes “matters of concern” from “matters of fact.”) Modern
arrangements of science and democracy, Latour argues, have been designed with the latter
entities in mind: matters that could be fully known, and that only posed trouble to society to
the extent that they sometimes produced harmful “unintended consequences.” These days,
however, we have to deal with the former type of entities. Hairy objects, Latour posits, are
partly unknown and particularly complex: “[they] have no clear boundaries, no well-defined
essences, no sharp separation between their own hard kernel and their environment. It is
because of this feature that they take on the aspect of tangled beings, forming rhizomes and
networks.” 18 Latour thus takes up the definitions of scientific objects developed in ANT — as
being under-defined, distributed across practices and partly formative of social relations — to
provide a particular definition of political objects. The techno-scientific issues that today
confront government and society at large, Latour can be seen to argue, have many of the
features of the objects that actor-network theorists encountered in the laboratory. He claims
that if these partly unknown and complex affairs are to be addressed, a new institutional
framework is required. As opposed to the current practice of treating as two separate
questions, on the one hand, the socio-economic purposes that a given object — a dam,
genetically modified crops, an oil refinery — is to serve and, on the other hand, its “social and
environmental impacts,” these two aspects should be considered on a par. The wider effects
of a certain object on nature and society can no longer be put down as “externalities,” as
accidental consequences that can be sharply distinguished from its desired and essential
purposes. Instead, Latour argues, the various costs and benefits of accommodating objects in
society should be evaluated integrally.
We can wonder whether Latour’s distinction between two types of objects does not
exaggerate the discontinuity between modern institutional arrangements and the ones that
should succeed them — a discontinuity that he himself has extensively questioned in other
work (most notably in We have Never Been Modern (1993) ). In Politics of Nature, too, Latour
warns against believing in a great “crisis of the institutions,” when he observes that “we talk
about crisis every time [hairy objects] emerge.” 19 But his own account, too, remains tied to

18
19

Latour, Politics of Nature, 24.
Latour, Politics of Nature, 24.
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the notion of a general institutional crisis: he himself argues that we need an institutional
framework that differs radically from the ones currently in place. That is to say, Politics of

Nature does not really recognise that institutional failure is the recurring theme of dynamic
societies, as Dewey had done when he observed that recurring changes in the technological
equipment of a given society entail perpetual changes in “the quantity, character, and place of
impact” 20 of the indirect consequences of action, which each time anew requires the
development of new institutional forms. In making this point, Dewey made it forcefully clear
that the inability of institutions to deal effectively with contemporary issues requires publics to
get involved in politics, not just intellectuals to engage in institutional re-engineering.21
However, while Latour’s approach in this sense does not leave much room for publics, his
concept of “hairy objects” addresses two shortcomings of Dewey’s definition of public affairs
that we encountered in chapter two.
Dewey’s notion of public affairs must be praised for its effective simplicity, but it
entails two assumptions that must be criticised for generating false simplicity. To distinguish
private from public affairs, Dewey made the distinction between direct and indirect
consequences of human action. As the Belgian philosopher of science Isabelle Stengers
emphasises, Dewey does not distinguish between intended and unintended effects, as a theory
pressed to confirm the “good will” of private enterprise would have it.22 However, Dewey does
put the distinction between different types of effects centre stage in his account of public
involvement in politics. The first reason why this generates false simplicity is that by
characterising public and private affairs as two distinct types of connections, Dewey presents
public and private affairs as strictly separate in principle. As I said in chapter two, he does not
really make it clear how private and public affairs may intertwine. In this respect, Latour’s
notion of the implication of actors in tangles in which objects and their environments cannot
really be separated enriches Dewey’s definition of public affairs. As it does not distinguish
direct (“private”) and indirect (“public”) connections a priori, Latour’s concept allows us to
focus on the problematics of tangles of associations between which the precise relations are
unknown and that produce as an effect distributions of gain and harm. A second problem with
Dewey’s definition of public affairs that I mentioned in chapter two is that it has the effect of
downplaying the politics involved in the articulation of such affairs.23 As Dewey defines public
Dewey, The Public and Its Problems, 30 (hereafter cited in text as PP).
That is, Dewey was deeply aware of the fact that political theory by itself could not solve the problems
of the public. In this, his approach differs from the one taken by Latour in this book: whereas Dewey
explored the conditions for the formation of a public, Latour presents a “ready-made” ecological procedure
that can do the work of articulating and settling issues for the public. As I will argue below, this
prescriptive approach goes against the insight of ANT itself that action is irreducible to the methods or
procedures that are supposed to guide it. More generally, the adoption of proceduralist conceptions of
democracy in ANT in my view indicates that it has not taken a full constructivist turn with respect to
democracy: instead of considering how techno-scientific issues are defined as objects of democratic
politics in practice, this work has a tendency to define these issues as such for the actors.
22
Stengers pointed this out during the symposium “Les cosmopolitiques entre amenagement et
environnement,” Centre Culturel International de Cerisy-la-Salle, September 20-27, 2003.
23
One explanation for Dewey’s lack of attention to political process is that he was committed to rationalist
notions of perception and control: A crucial difference between private and public consequences of action,
Dewey says, is that the former can be overseen and the latter cannot. (PP, 52-53) Relatedly, he argues,
20
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affairs in terms of the consequences of action that call them into being — and describes the
public’s agency as mediated by the institutions of the state — he has relatively little to say
about the process in between: the process in which a collective of affected actors is
transformed into a public gifted with agency. Latour’s notion of hairy object, by contrast,
helps to make clear that the articulation and settlement of issues will involve politics: because
the notion of hairy object highlights the open-ended and entangled nature of affairs, it makes
it clear that their address will involve “pushing and pulling” among actors with divergent
commitments, or more appropriately, as I will propose below, divergent “attachments.”
While Latour’s notion of the “hairy object” presents a helpful addition to Dewey’s
concept of public affairs, the conception of democracy that Latour develops in Politics of

Nature has one major drawback: it presents a procedural model. In this respect, there exists a
strange asymmetry between the concept of democracy put forward by Latour and Callon and
their earlier studies of science and technology. In those earlier studies, they had approached
science as a set of situated practices, and had explicitly rejected the assumption — upheld for
so long by philosophers of science — that science could be fully accounted for by looking at
its methods. Indeed, it was partly thanks to this methodological commitment that actornetwork theorists arrived at the proposition that the articulation of objects and the
organisation of social groupings are inextricably related. Where science is defined in terms of
its method, the world of the subjects of science (scientists) and that of their objects (nature)
are conceived of as (ideally) separate worlds. Only when approaching science as a practical
endeavour, may one come to focus on the ways in which object-definitions impinge on the
organisation of social groups, and the other way around. Here it becomes clear that “method”
cannot completely account for the relation between the subjects and objects of knowledge,
which then opens up the question of how objects and social groupings interrelate. However, in
their accounts of democracy, Latour and Callon rather unproblematically adopt a conception of
democracy that can be seen as the equivalent in political theory and science of the definition
of science in terms of its “method:” a conception of democracy in terms of “procedure.” In
this respect, their work is still susceptible, to a degree, to the criticism voiced by the Dutch
philosophers of science and technology Rein de Wilde and Gerard de Vries.24 Regarding the
conceptualisation of democracy in STS, these authors note a reliance on models of public
participation imported from political theory, which at some points break with insights that STS
itself has marshalled — such as its commitment to follow practices-in-the-making, and the
more general conviction that prescriptive conceptualisations of a given practice are likely to

the former are relatively easy to control by the parties involved, whereas the latter must be controlled by
indirect means (PP, 35.). Dewey’s distinction between public and private remains faithful to the basic
model that sets up “mastery through knowledge” as the objective of public intervention in affairs. This
was pointed out by Antoine Hennion during the graduate seminar at CSI, École des Mines, December 12
2004. At the same time, we should keep in mind that Dewey at other moments proposes the must less
rationalist idea that the point of politics is to set constraints on human and institutional action.
24
De Wilde, “Ironies of the Eighth Day.” De Vries, “Doen we het zo goed?”
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place impossible demands on it.25 Indeed, the proceduralism embraced by Latour and Callon
and colleagues in their conceptualisation of democracy can be understood as a lingering
reliance on models of politics-made, as opposed to accounts of politics-in-the-making.26
This problem is implicitly addressed in a related but different strand of work, which
takes up the tools of ANT to study practices of public involvement in politics empirically. In
turning to practice, moreover, these authors have begun to develop notions of the publicisation of issues that provide an alternative to the abstract and power-reductionist concept
put forward by E.E. Schattschneider. The British sociologist Andrew Barry has undertaken an
ethnography of in situ protests against road construction projects in England in the mid1990s, the Newbury by-pass, among others.27 In his description of the set-up and actual
performance of roadblocks, and the ways in which news media were implicated in these events,
Barry develops the notion of “political demonstration.” The term refers to the practice of
choreographing situated events, which attempt to place a specific object at the centre of
public attention, thereby opening it up for contestation: the projected by-pass, and the
landscape it would destroy. 28 ANT researcher Emilie Gomart and the Dutch political scientist
Maarten Hajer have undertaken a similar ethnography of in situ practices of public involvement
in politics.29 They describe a series of public events organised around a controversial regional
planning proposal for a region in the South of the Netherlands, the Hoeksche Waard. Exploring
the events in which the planning proposal for the Hoeksche Waard is turned into an object of
public participation, from a formal consultation conducted by the Province of South Holland to
an outdoor event staged by a Rotterdam architectural association, Gomart and Hajer come to
focus on “the shifting of the stagings” of the affair as what enables public involvement.
Advocating an experimental approach to democratic politics, these authors propose that it is
because of the variations in the settings for public involvement that citizens were eventually
enabled to become active participants in the controversy over the Hoeksche Waard.30
These ANT-inspired empirical studies of public involvement in politics, like the work of
Latour and Callon and colleagues, attribute an important role to the objects of politics. In
Barry’s account, the in situ protests he describes are principally dedicated to making the
object of contestation, the projected roads, publicly visible. The study by Gomart and Hajer is
less explicit about the role of the object of contention, the Hoeksche Waard, in the enactment
of public involvement, but, in terms of method, this affair provides the running thread of their
study: they follow the various stagings of the controversy over this specific issue, “examining
the particular sort of engagement [each practice] enabled or delimited, each creating its own
Latour, Science in Action.
Discussing how ANT can be put to use to account for the recent controversy over BSE in Britain, Steve
Hinchliffe points out that “there seems little analysis of how the precautionary/deliberative model works in
practice.” Hinchliffe, “Indeterminacy in-decisions,” 185.
27
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Hoeksche Waard not another one.” 31 Crucially, these authors do not assume that democratic
process can be contained by a democratic procedure. Instead they focus on a variety of
interrelating practices in which affairs are publicly staged. In doing so, their studies can be
seen to develop a concept of the public-isation of issues that differs from Schattschneider’s
outline of this process on a number of important points. Firstly, by focusing on the shifting of
the stagings of an affair from one setting to another, Gomart and Hajer describe the
displacement of issues as a lateral movement through time and space. They provide a situated
account of displacement, as opposed to Schattschneider’s abstract notion of displacement,
which denoted a substitution of one conflict for another, and related changes in the
composition and size of the political community. Secondly, by characterising protest as a
practice that is dedicated to making an object publicly visible, Barry’s study can be seen to
refute by empirical means Schattschneider’s characterisation of issues as instruments in the
struggle for power. In Barry’s account, to articulate an affair as a public matter is a way of
contesting the fate of this object: the landscape threatened by destruction. Lastly, in
describing how in situ protests mobilise the settings in which the issue in question will take
effect, Barry’s account makes it clear that issues cannot be reduced to aspects of political
discourse, as Schattschneider, but also Lukes and Heclo had done. These protests show that
an environment “out here” is precisely what is at stake in the issue of road building.
However, while the studies of Barry and Gomart and Hajer open up a particularly rich
notion of the public-isation of affairs, these studies do not account for the role that issues
may play in the enactment of democratic politics. Barry’s account does not make reference to
democracy. It describes practices of the public-isation of objects in political terms: they open
up of a space for contestation over affairs. While Gomart and Hajer do speak about democracy
in the article discussed here, their notion of the shifting of the stagings serves principally to
account for the transformation of people into actively engaged citizens. Their account does
not explicitly recognise the importance for democracy of the transformation of the issue in
question, the Hoeksche Waard, into an object of public concern. Latour and Callon and his
colleagues do specify the sense in which their object-oriented procedures qualify as
democratic process: they propose that these procedures are dedicated to “the composition of
the common world.” In making this point, these authors mobilise a republican conception of
democracy: they adopt an ontologised and sociologised notion of the common good. However,
in drawing on the republican ideal of a collective dedicated to bringing about the common
good, Latour, Callon and colleagues do not explicitly acknowledge that the contingent,
particular entities that science and technology introduce to the world differ on some crucial
points from the abstract, general entity celebrated in classic and modern theories of the
common good. These entities cannot be said, precisely, to belong to the world of ideals. As I
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said, their work does not really make clear how techno-scientific issues mediate public
involvement in practice. 32
Latour’s concept of the “hairy object” and the accounts of the public-isation of issues
provided by Barry and Gomart and Hajer provide us with important conceptual and
methodological tools to explore how issue formation may mediate public involvement in
politics. Latour’s characterisation of the objects of politics as “forming rhizomes and
networks” can be taken as an invitation to approach issue networks as disclosing such tangled
entities. It can also be taken as a warning that, in approaching issue networks in this way, the
question whether a given issue involves a public cannot be satisfactorily answered by
specifying the type of (environmental, social, et cetera) consequences of human action that it
refers to. Nor should it be assumed that public affairs can be strictly opposed to private ones.
The accounts provided by Barry, Gomart and Hajer of the public staging of controversies
present an alternative to Schattschneider’s concept of the public-isation of affairs. Their work
proposes to focus on the displacement of issues among different settings in accounting for
the process through which publics emerge. In this respect, Gomart and Hajer’s description of
the shifting of the stagings of an issue can be taken as a methodological suggestion to follow
how issues are displaced among locations. Barry’s work makes it clear that issues cannot, as a
matter of course, be reduced to instruments of power struggle or artefacts of political
discourse. Instead, we should attend to the ways in which the public-isation of affairs serves to
contest the fate of actors and environments at stake in the issue.
As a last point, as we take up the tools of ANT for the study of public involvement in
issue formation on the World Wide Web, we cannot fail to notice that actor-network theorists
themselves have not accounted for public involvement in politics in network terms, as their job
description would make us expect. A reason for this could be that “networks don’t have
principles,” as the French sociologists Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello have argued. They argue
that networks cannot possibly serve as a site for “a politics of the common good,” since such
a politics requires principles. The network, in the view of Boltanksi and Chiapello, represents a
basic and rather ruthless mechanism of inclusion and exclusion, which may be normative in its
effect, but not principled in its make-up.33 But the reason that emerges from the ANT
literature is that actor-network theorists have come to believe that networks have bad
principles. In a kind of kamikaze move (but with firm belief in re-incarnation), ANT researchers
themselves have quite heavily criticised the concept of the network in recent years. According
to these critiques, the concept of the network flattens events and fails to disclose their
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depth;34 the concept is ascribed entrepreneurial or imperialist connotations, as the prime
dynamic of networks is that of expansion;35 with its sedentary dots and solid lines, the notion
of the network has been said to do injustice to the fluidity and fragility of social-technical
relations.36 However, for the purposes of this chapter I will rely on “the network,” and consider
it a not-so-bad heuristic.37 Since the network is one of the organising principles of the World
Wide Web, this notion provides an economical means to make visible controversy as it is
organised in this medium. Moreover, as hyperlink networks on the Web tie together distant
places (and times), they allow us to explore spatially and temporally extended processes of
issue formation. The question that must now be addressed is how networks on the Web can be
understood as vectors of public-isation.

4.3 The Web as a site for the public-isation of issues
It is easy to overrate the merits of the Web as a technology of politics, to use Dewey’s term.38
In its early years, the medium has been over-enthusiastically welcomed as a forum for
democratic debate that is intrinsically superior to other media. While the initial optimism has
subsided, this disposition towards of the Web has persisted in some corners of universities and
elsewhere.39 Here I will adopt the position that the temptation to conceive of the Web as a
space that is radically distinct from other (media) spaces should be resisted. But also from
such a standpoint, the medium can be seen to open up specific opportunities for the
enactment, as well as the study, of public controversies. To begin with the latter, sociologists
and geographers have pointed out that the Internet stands out from other media as a site

Latour has taken his distance from the notion of the network, pointing out that with the rise of the
Internet this notion has become the carrier of a “double click” ideal of information and communication.
This being an ideal of instant access, frictionless transportation, and the stability of information across
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where social and political life is made traceable.40 From this vantage point, the Web appears as
a vast archive containing inscriptions of multitudes of social interactions. From exchanges
among patients on a discussion-list, sessions in chat rooms dedicated to porn, to newsgroup
discussions about the upcoming US elections, the Web holds traces of the associations
fostered among the entities involved in social phenomena from disease to paid sex to
elections.41 With regard to controversies, the notion of traceability provided by the Web takes
on special significance. Web sites of organisations involved in controversy can be seen to
actively perform the traceability of the disputes they are caught up in.
With respect to the study of public controversies on the Web, the medium stands out
from others insofar as the Web sites of actors involved in controversies often make available
documents that play an important role in these disputes. To highlight this feature of the Web
is not quite the same as drawing attention to the characteristic of self-publication, which was
an important topic in the nineties.42 The crucial point is not that on the Web the actors

themselves provide accounts of the controversy in which they are involved, but that their Web
sites make generally available the documents themselves that in part make up the
controversy. The on-going archiving of reports, drafts, letters, minutes of meetings, witness
accounts of protest events, agendas, et cetera, is one of the crucial ways in which
controversies are enacted on the Web. In his work on the controversy over the Baku-TbilisiCeyhan oil pipeline, Andrew Barry has noted that the reports of stakeholder consultations,
fact-finding missions, environmental and social assessments pertaining to this affair are all
published on the Web by the IGOs, NGOs and corporations involved. In this respect, Barry
observes that public-isation of the controversy on the Web plays an important role in turning
the political demonstrations concerning this affair that are staged in specific locations, such as
consultations and protests, into public events. 43 In earlier work, I have sought to grasp
something of the specificity of the Web as a site for the performance of controversy, by
describing the personal homepage of the bio-chemist Arpad Pusztai of the British Rowett
Institute, which he set up in 1999 to present his controversial research on the effects of
genetically modified potatoes on rat guts.44 On this Web site, Pusztai provided a quite
meticulous record of the institutional uptake and public rebuttals of his research results,
making available his correspondence with the Royal Society (which was severely critical of his
research), as well as his article that was finally published in The Lancet , and the subsequent
criticisms of this article that appeared in other journals. Pusztai’s homepage not only put the
Web to use as a technique for making the controversy traceable in a widely accessible medium.
Here, the enactment of traceability on the Web also served as a technique for appealing to a
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public “out there,” an anonymous force that could now potentially align itself with his case.
(The opening sentence of Pusztai’s homepage read: “since the affair over GM potatoes has
come to light, I have had to resort to the Internet to air my views. (You can see me taking
revenge on a potato in the right hand image)”). 45
The Web sites of organisations and individuals that document controversy can be said
to maintain a public record of it: in the strict sense of “public,” because these documents here
are made available in a widely accessible medium, and in the richer sense of “public,” insofar as
documents are framed on these sites as evidence, claims or appeals to which an as yet
abstract, potentially inclusive force somewhere “out there” might lend its support. If we take
into account that the maintenance of such a public record of controversy is rarely an
undertaking of individual Web sites, but instead is carried out by associations of them, a third
sense in which the Web is used as a tool for the public-isation of affairs becomes apparent.
It is a banal but crucial fact that sites documenting a controversy on the Web often
acknowledge and disclose other sites that do so, as well as the documents they made
available, by way of hyperlinks. Moreover, relevant documents are often released by several
sites treating the controversy — we will encounter examples of this in the discussion of the EIR
controversy. Because of such interrelations and crossovers between pages covering
controversy on the Web, it makes more sense to focus on networks than individual Web pages
as the site where controversy is rendered public on the Web. Such networks then appear as
distributed locations for the organisation of public information dealing with a particular affair.
As pages in these networks point towards organisations involved in the controversy, and as
they collect relevant documents made available by dispersed sources — documents which in
the absence of the work of collection performed by the issue network are not likely to be
accessed by any single user — they can be seen to collectively put the affair in order on the
Web. In this respect, Richard Rogers has pointed at the editorial role performed by networks on
the Web.46 In as far as networks make controversies accessible for the uninitiated in
performing this organisational work, we here encounter another way in which controversies are
made public on the Web. To locate and visualise issue networks on the Web is a way of taking
advantage of the ordering work performed on the Web by organisations caught up in
controversy.
In doing so, a fourth way in which the Web facilitates the public-isation of issues
emerges. As I mentioned in the introduction, the particular software tool that I use in my
research, the Issue Crawler,47 relies on the presence of hyperlinks among sites to locate issue
networks on the Web: sets of Web pages connected by links that treat a common issue. 48 The
Arpad Pusztai, personal home page, http://www.freenetpages.co.uk/hp/a.pusztai/.
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software visualises these networks, making them readable in terms of the organisations’ Web
pages that make up the nodes of the network, the links that nodes receive from the network
(node size), hyperlinks (relations), and their relative density (clustering). As these nodes
are “clickable,” the issue networks found and rendered by Issue Crawler make accessible the
pages that make the controversy traceable in this medium. These pages may then be read
with an eye to the documents they make available, the timing of their release, and their
specific presentation. Now in switching back and forth between an issue network visualisation
and the Web pages that make up the nodes of this network, the issue network begins to look
like some kind of artificial collective body, but at the same time, as we click the nodes, we get
into content: we encounter issue definitions, of which we may now be tempted to say that
they “circulate” in the network. In moving back and forth between the network and the pages
that make up its nodes, we may ask whether from this circulation a “collective” issue definition
arises? That is, as certain phrases return time and again on the pages in the issue network,
such as “the World Bank should pull out of oil, coal and gas,” we may come to recognise the
issue network as the site where issues get formatted. This active specification of issues, their
reduction to and the extraction of particular claims, which becomes visible in issue networks on
the Web, may present a fourth way in which the Web provides a forum for the public-isation of
affairs. This is what I will explore below, by taking a closer look at the networks that configured
around the Extractive Industries Review on the Web in the spring of 2004.
Three methodological considerations regarding the location of issue networks on the
Web must still be discussed. Firstly, in taking to the Web to study public controversies we
should certainly not make the mistake of defining the Web a priori as a key site for the
enactment of public controversies today. First of all, to get a sense of the relative importance
of the Web, compared with and in relation to other fora for the enactment of controversy —
from email networks to the mass media, in situ public events and/or the formal exchange of
institutional documents — we would have to follow the connections between Web practices of
making affairs and such other, off-Web, practices. Secondly, if we would want to explore how
the Web is put to use as “a technology of politics,” we would have to ask how specific Web
technologies involved, such as URLs, hyperlinks, and beyond that, browsers, search engines,
data bases, content management systems et cetera, constrain the enactment of dispute in
this medium, as a political or public event. While this is certainly worth inquiring into, here I
want to approach the Web as a medium that provides a suitable heuristic for following
controversies, public involvement therein, and the role of issues as a mediator of such
involvement. That is, by querying the Web with the aid of a network analysis tool I take
advantage of the traceability of controversy that is performed by the organisations involved
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on the Web, so as to render such a controversy visible. This is the reason why I here resist the
understanding of the Web as a media space that is radically distinct from others: the Web is
useful, both with respect to the enactment of controversy and its study, precisely to the
degree that continuities are established between issues as they are disclosed in this medium
and elsewhere.
Secondly, we should of course keep in mind that the Web as well as tools like Issue
Crawler provide partial perspectives on controversies. The findings of Issue Crawler are
constrained by the presence of hyperlinks among Web sites, and they are limited to the
sources disclosed in this way. However, it is precisely to the extent that Issue Crawler is thus
aligned with “the bias of the Web,” that it provides a means of bringing controversies into
view. For the purposes of inquiry, Issue Crawler adds another format to enact traceability, that
of the issue network, to the ones that are put to use on the sites that disclose the
controversy on the Web. Lastly, I should point out that the specific ways in which
controversies are made traceable on the Web provide another reason why this medium
presents a good research site for inquiring into the role of issues in the enactment of public
involvement in politics. With respect to controversy, the Web is to a large extent still a textplus-still-image type of medium. It means that here, we encounter relatively few human bodies
and talking heads. This is often considered a limitation of the Web, and much work has been
done to turn the Web into a more embodied experience.49 But from our vantage point, this
“limitation” makes it relatively easy to concentrate on issue formation on the Web: to resist
the assumption that embodied subjects or talking heads are the prime source, medium, and
protagonist of politics. Another way of putting this is that, as issue networks on the Web
present us with tangles of text, image, documents, claims and organisations, as opposed to
problems, hypotheses and claims as they arise in situated practices, here we encounter issues
in a relatively reified state. The work of reification performed by and on the Web may be
positively appreciated, as in this way issues come to stand out in sharp relief in this medium.
Approaching issue networks on the Web as sites for the public-isation of issues thus
appears to be a fruitful way to explore how issue formation may mediate public involvement in
politics. We then go against the definition of the issue network as a site for informal
negotiations among experts and activists that was proposed by the inventor of this concept,
Heclo. As opposed to Heclo’s networks, in which professionals defined issues among
themselves, issue networks on the Web are dedicated to disclosing controversies and the
issues at stake in them to a wider public. They present a forum where practices of making
issues public — perhaps not so unlike those described by Barry and Gomart and Hajer — are
made traceable. Here we can follow how objects of contention are rendered visible, and also,
as we will see, how they are displaced among locations. In this respect, issue networks on the
Web have the great advantage of presenting us with distributed sites for the articulation of
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affairs. They present us with processes of issue formation that are extended in time and in
space. The traces of issue formation that these networks disclose are thin, contrary to the
thick traces collected through participatory observation of in situ events. But this thinness
also implies that issue networks selectively disclose controversy, presenting trails of published
announcements and documents pertaining to the object of contention. For these two reasons,
the Web may enable us to specify what features of trajectories of issue formation qualify it as
a process of public involvement in politics.

4.4 The shifting of the stagings of climate change on the Web
It was by way of a detour that I learned about the controversy that developed in the spring of
2004 around the Extractive Industries Review (EIR), the multi-stakeholder evaluation of the
World Bank’s financing of fossil fuel projects in developing countries. Over the last years I had
located various climate change networks on the Web,50 and as I checked on these networks in
February 2004, I found that this issue was being inserted into the controversy over the EIR.
Climate change Web sites of certain environmental NGOs that had been present in earlier
climate change networks now directed attention to international financial institutions (IFIs). For
example, on the opening page of its climate change campaign site, Friends of the Earth Europe
now named as its three demands with respect to this issue:
Friends of the Earth in particular wants to ensure, that 1) the Kyoto Protocol enters
into force. 2) Financial institutions, export credit agencies and Transnational
Corporations disinvest from fossil fuels 3) the Kyoto Protocol will be further improved
in order to make the fight against climate change more just and efficient. 51

In the climate change networks that I had located on the Web over the last years, IFIs had
played no notable role.52 But here they were presented on a par with oil companies, which have
been a key target of climate change campaigns of environmental NGOs for many years now.
Moreover, Friends of the Earth International was now conducting a separate campaign focusing
exclusively on the funding of fossil fuel project by IFIs under the title: “IFIs out of oil, gas and
mining.” Here too, financial institutions were ascribed political responsibility for the issue of
climate change:
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As concerns about climate change escalate, and as the development impacts of
extractive industries are highly dubious, citizens around the world are questioning the
role of publicly financed institutions to perpetuate extraction-based economies and
fossil fuel dependence.53

It was on this page that I first found out about the Extractive Industries Review.
The issue of climate change turned out to play an important role in the controversy
over the EIR. This multi-stakeholder consultation was assigned the task of evaluating the
effects of fossil fuel projects on poverty reduction. But the consultative process and the
controversy over its recommendations that ensued, in the words of the Web site of the World
Bank’s Oil, Gas, Mining and Chemicals Division, “departed from the review’s remit” by “going
off into climate change.” 54 This deviation was not without consequences. What a letter by NGO
representatives to the World Bank’s President, James Wolfensohn, refers to as the EIR’s final
report’s “boldest step,” is concerned precisely with this issue. Appealing to the need to
address climate change, the report recommends that the World Bank phases out its funding of
fossil fuels by 2008. 55 The insertion of the issue of climate change into the Extractive
Industries Review, as it can be followed on the Web, seems an appropriate case to turn to, not
only to address the admittedly broad question of how issue formation mediates public
involvement in politics, but also to explore how this occurs in the specific situation that I
characterised in chapter one as “the context of the displacement of politics.” 56 In this
controversy, two senses in which this term can be understood come together. Not only is
controversy here enacted beyond national fora, centering instead on an inter-governmental
institution, the World Bank. This case also discloses practices of the displacement of politics:
among others, the displacement of the issue of climate change to the forum of the World
Bank. In this respect, the controversy surrounding the EIR has a feature of which I said in
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chapter two that it sets the present condition apart from the one that Lippmann and Dewey
took for granted.
The issue of climate change fits the definition of public affair provided by Dewey, at
least on first sight: this affair indirectly affects a wide set of actors who cannot rely, in
addressing this affair, on already-existing shared institutions. It thus requires the organisation
of a political community, and perhaps a public, if it is to be taken care of. 57 At the same time,
the displacement of climate change to the forum of the World Bank presents us with a
circumstance that neither Dewey nor Lippmann accounted for: the relative optionality of the
addressees for an issue. We have seen that Lippmann and Dewey had both assumed that “the
state” was the self-evident addressee of public affairs. In this case, however, we encounter an
addressee that not only does not qualify as “the state,” it also counts as one potential
addressee among many others, and an unlikely one at that. The World Bank is a far from a selfevident addressee for this environmental issue — the stated policy goal of the World Bank
being “poverty reduction.” For this reason, the controversy over the EIR is a good case to
explore how Lippmann and Dewey’s account of public involvement in terms of issue formation
must be elaborated to describe how public involvement is enacted in the context of the
displacement of politics.58
I have argued that the notion of the displacement of issues, as put forward by
Schattschneider and deployed by Gomart and Hajer, provides a key conceptual tool to do so.
Extending their inquiries, we then ask whether issue networks on the Web qualify as sites for
public involvement in politics, insofar as they can be seen to undertake a particular type of
issue displacement. This remains a puzzling possibility, because many issue networks on the
Web, including those that configured around the EIR, cannot be said to involve a public in the
“subjective” sense, in which Schattschneider, and Gomart and Hajer use this term, i.e. in the
sense of an inclusive political community of participating citizens. On the other hand, our
question is precisely how to account for the role of issues in the enactment of public
involvement, something that these authors did not really do. Drawing on Lippmann and Dewey,
we then explore how issue displacements may not only have enabling effects in terms of
transforming actors into publics, but also in terms of transforming issues into public affairs.

This of course is a contestable claim. Such contestation cannot be left out of consideration, in
accounting for the role of issues in the enactment of public involvement in controversy, a point to which
I’ll return to below. This complicates such an account, since it must now be acknowledged that public
affairs can only rarely be unproblematically identified as such. J ohn Dewey did recognise that definitions of
public affairs are likely to be contested, something that he interpreted as yet another indication that the
formation of publics must be understood as an experimental process. (PP, 64- 65)
58
The idea that public involvement in politics may involve displacements of issues can be found in the work
of Lippmann and Dewey. Lippmann pointed out that that the organisation of a public around an issue
requires a "transformation of insiders into outsiders"(PhP, 101). We can take this description of "whistle
blowing" to refer to a dis-embedding of issues from their institutional context, in which they are currently
(not) dealt with, that is, a displacement. Dewey had emphasised that when new types of issues arise,
publics are likely to be compelled to organise at a distance from the institutions of the state, because in
these cases, the organisation of a public for the issue requires the breaking of institutional forms. (PP, 31)
According to Dewey the challenge that such publics face is to deliver such issues to institutions that may
take care of them, and here too, we can recognise a latent notion of the displacement of issues.
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4.5 Following a displacement of climate change on the Web
While I first found out about the Extractive Industries Review on the Web sites of the
environmental NGO Friends of the Earth, the suggestion that the issue of climate change was
being inserted into a controversy around the World Bank came to me in the form of a specific
event: the leaking of a draft response by the World Bank’s management to the
recommendations of the EIR. When I examined the state of climate change networks on the
Web in February 2004, two Web sites that have had a strong presence in these networks since
1998 had taken up this leaked document as an occasion to declare their support for the EIR’s
recommendations. In doing so, they both appealed to the issue of climate change. The Web
site of the international NGO Greenpeace turned the leaking of the World Bank draft response
into a news item on February 22. Under the ambiguous subheading “World Bank: ‘global
warming requires immediate action’,” the Greenpeace news section announced that:
earlier this month the Financial Times revealed that the World Bank was rejecting the
recommendations of an independent panel that they had appointed. The panel's
mission was to assess the environmental, institutional, poverty, and human rights
impacts of the World Bank's investments in “extractive industries:” gas, coal, oil, and
mining. Their recommendation was to phase out all investments in fossil fuels over the
next eight years: “The WBG [World Bank Group] should aggressively increase
investments in renewable energies by about 20 percent annually. WBG lending should
concentrate on promoting the transition to renewable energy…” 59

The Web site of the “IFIs out of coal, gas and mining” campaign of Friends of the Earth also
addressed the leaked World Bank response in a press release of February 12, which it published
jointly with the IFI monitoring NGO Bankwatch. 60 Under the title “Nobel Laureates and 300
NGOs Urge Changes in World Bank Practices,” the press release reports the leak, and just like
Greenpeace, this site makes available a copy of the leaked document.61 (The contents of the
leaked document were first reported by a Financial Times article of February 3. 62 How the
NGOs subsequently got hold of it, I don’t know.) The press release draws attention to two
public letters, one signed by six Nobel Laureates 63 and another signed by NGOs, which are both
addressed to World Bank President Wolfensohn, and were published on the Web on the same
date. The letter signed by the three hundred NGOs states:
We congratulate the EIR for recognizing climate change as a profound threat to
sustainable development and poverty alleviation and we strongly endorse what is
Greenpeace International, “World Bank, Pentagon: global warming red alert,” news announcement,
February 22, 2004, http://www.greenpeace.org/international_en/news/details?item_id=415878.
60
Friends of the Earth International and the Bankwatch Network, “Nobel Laureates and 300 NGOs Urge
Changes in World Bank Practices,” press release, 12 February, 2004,
http://www.foei.org/media/2004/0212.html.
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The Bankwatch Network site also makes available the leaked World Bank’s management response to the
EIR recommendations, but mentions January 26 as the document’s release date. Bankwatch Network,
Extractive Industries Review information page, http://www.bankwatch.org/issues/wb-imf/eir/meir.html.
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Alan Beattie, "World Bank chiefs reject proposal to quit oil and coal finance," Financial Times, February 3,
2004. The article is available at http://www.minesandcommunities.org/Charter/eirpress7.htm#1.
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Friends of the Earth links to the letter signed by Jody Williams, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Rigoberta
Menchu Tum, Sir Joseph Rotblat, Betty Williams and Mairead Maguire, which was available at
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perhaps the report’s boldest step: the recommendation for the World Bank Group to
utilize its lending to “aggressively promote the transition to renewable energy.” In
particular, we support the EIR recommendation to end World Bank Group support for
coal mining and to phase out financing for oil projects by 2008. 64

As I mentioned, the focus on the role of IFIs in the funding of fossil fuel projects
presents a shift away from previous articulations of the issue of climate change on the Web.
Climate change networks that I had located on the Web in 1998 had focused on the Kyoto
protocol, the role of UN bodies like the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change and the
Framework Convention on Climate Change in informing and guiding the process of the drafting
and signing of this climate change treaty, and oil companies that initially were critical of the
protocol.65 In 2001, climate change networks on the Web centred around the issue of selfregulatory approaches to climate change policy, which were advocated by the aforementioned
oil companies among others, and the role of the UN and national governments in condoning
and constraining this development.66 By February 2004, climate change networks on the Web
had taken on the form of bureaucratic tangles, almost exclusively made up of (inter)governmental bodies (see Figure 2 and the Appendix). To determine whether climate change
was indeed being displaced to the World Bank, I turned to Issue Crawler to find out whether
the NGOs’ Web pages that discussed both the EIR and climate change disclosed an issue
network, which could then be queried for its treatment of the latter issue. With the above two
pages of Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth serving as starting points, as well as the link
page of the Web site of the Extractive Industries Review itself, I indeed found an issue network
on the Web (see Figure 1). As I mentioned in the introduction, all but one Web page in this
small network discuss the EIR. Half of them appeal to climate change in doing so.
The Web site of the Sustainable Energy and Environment Network (SEEN) makes
available an article from the left-leaning American magazine The Nation of March 1, which
presents climate change as an undeniable reason for the World Bank to reconsider its sceptical
stance with respect to the EIR recommendations. Besides discussing the leaked draft response
of the Bank’s management, it also appeals to a leaked Pentagon report that “declares that
climate change is a [U.S.] national security threat of the greatest urgency:” 67
at the World Bank, the board of directors will soon make a fateful decision: either back
management's call for more coal and oil or lead the way to a post-carbon future. If
board members take the trouble to read the Pentagon's warnings in Fortune, it's hard
to see how they could vote the wrong way. 68
“Letter from the Greengroup,” January 28, 2004, Extractive Industries Review Web site,
http://www.eireview.org/html/CivilSociety.html. The letter was also made available at
www.seen.org/PDFs/EIRgreengroups.pdf.
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Sustainable Energy and Environment Network Web site under the title “Who's Afraid of Climate Change
Now? The Pentagon,” http://www.seen.org/pages/media/20040301_TheNation_EIR.
64

118

The Bankwatch Network Web site presents a similar plea in an update of its news section on
March 2:
Even the Pentagon now acknowledges that climate change is a massive global threat.
So why exactly is the Bank ready to defy its own multi-stakeholder review’s
conclusions and take with it the rest of the development bank community? 69

As I mentioned, the Oil, Gas, Mining, and Chemicals Division of the World Bank could be said to
respond to these pleas, in a critical evaluation of the EIR published on its Web site. This text
reports criticisms of the inclusion of climate change in the EIR final report:
Some participants also said that Mr Salim's [the chair of the EIR] rationale for
suggesting that the Bank pull out of oil and gas - the effect on climate change from
carbon emissions - was another departure from the review's remit.... Discipline, Sir
Mark Moody-Stuart, chairman of the mining company Anglo-American and former
chairman of Shell, says, is vital to making consultations effective. “You need to have a
broad representation and define the question narrowly,” Sir Mark says. Those principles
were not adhered to in the EIR. “Focusing it on the extractive industries and poverty
eradication was a well-defined narrow objective. But then we went off into climate
change and structural adjustment.” 70

These references to climate change in this small EIR network on the Web suggest that this
issue indeed constituted a focal point of contention in this controversy. Also taking into
consideration that the issue of climate change here was adopted by organisations that had not
figured in earlier climate change networks on the Web, I concluded that the EIR had been taken
up as an occasion to displace the issue of climate change to the forum of the World Bank. How
to account for this displacement?
Pages in the EIR–network on the Web give opposing interpretations of the insertion of
climate change into the EIR. The World Bank site frames this move as a “violation of
procedure,” whereas NGO pages present the appeal to climate change in the EIR final report as
a courageous, warranted move. We, for our part, can appeal to Lippmann and Dewey’s
accounts of public involvement in politics. From this standpoint, the displacement of climate
change to the forum of the World Bank presents a case of legitimate public involvement. The
condition for such involvement that these authors posited, namely the failure of existing
institutions to settle an issue, applies in this case: the Kyoto protocol was still not ratified at
this point, and more generally, the UN machinery appeared ill-equipped to address climate
change effectively. Moreover, the attempt to displace climate change to the international
financial institution fits Dewey’s description of the task of the public: to constrain institutions
into acting upon the issue. To such a Lippmannian-Deweyian reading of events, we then add
that issue formation here took the form of a “shifting of the staging” of the affair: climate

Bankwatch Network, “World Bank´s unfinished business: the new issue of Bankwatch Mail newsletter on
EIR,” March 2, 2004, www.bankwatch.org.
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change was extracted from the bureaucratic tangle of UN bodies and national governmental
bodies and displaced to the forum of the World Bank. This displacement of climate change,
moreover, served the specific purpose of transporting the issue to a capable addressee, the
World Bank.71 As the NGO letter to the World Bank President put it, the World Bank can put to
use its “lending power” to bring about the reduction in CO2 emissions that is required to stop
climate change. However, if we want to account for the displacement of climate change as a
case of public involvement in politics, we must clarify how a “public” figures in this event.

4.6 The detour via the public
The EIR network on the Web renders the controversy traceable, and in this sense it can be said
to be publicising the controversy and the issues at stake in it. The network not only makes
information about the dispute generally available, as a minimalist theory of publicity would
emphasise. It organises the controversy in this generally accessible medium, as it discloses
actors and documents that in part make up the controversy and comments on them. In doing
so, the network actively frames the issues at stake as a matter of potentially widespread
concern, one with which relative outsiders to the controversy may align themselves. Not only
do pages in the network speak a “language of implication,” as when the Bankwatch home page
asks visitors the rhetorical question “so why exactly is the Bank ready to defy its own multistakeholder review’s conclusions?” 72 Readers should understand that there is no good answer
to this question, and be concerned. Various pages in the network also foreground a specific
demand — that the World Bank phase out its funding of fossil fuel projects by 2008. In this
respect, the issue network can be said to perform the work of transforming a multi-faceted
and complex issue into a specific and accessible proposition, in this case, a call for action.
However, while the issue network can thus be said to be engaged in the activity of publicising
climate change, this does not yet tell us why we should resist the conclusion that the issue
network itself represents a lobby group. In addressing this point, it is important that we do not
define “public” in terms of an inclusive actor-grouping.
It remains tempting to make our answer to the question of whether a public is involved
in controversy dependent on dependent on the breadth of actors implicated in it. If we would
follow this line of inquiry, we would seek to determine the range and type of actors that are
present in issue networks on the Web. It is possible to do this. After having found the first
small EIR network on the Web, I located a second issue network, with a broader set of Web
sites of organisations discussing the EIR serving as starting points (see Appendix). Following
links with the aid of Issue Crawler from Web pages of the World Bank and NGOs involved in the
The articulation of the World Bank as an addressee of climate change appears to involve quite a lot of
work of “amplification:” during (the controversy over the EIR, the World Bank was actor endowed with the
capacity to bring about a significant decrease of fossil fuel related CO2 emissions. Such practices of the
ascription of agency — practices that may entail the production of such agency— deserve further
exploration, since they are likely to be part of the answer to the question of the public’s agency.
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controversy, I found a larger issue network on the Web (see Figure 3). On the basis of this EIR
network, the outlines of the collective implicated in the displacement of climate change to the
World Bank can be determined. Surfing the network, we can observe a range of actors of
varying clout, with different capacities for representing the public. NGOs, Nobel Laureates, the

Financial Times, “citizens around the world” (as evoked on the Friends of the Earth Web site)
and the European Council are all implicated in the framing of climate change as a matter to be
addressed by the Bank. (With respect to the latter, the “civil society” Web site on the EIR,
www.eireview.info, makes available a verbatim report of a debate in the European Parliament
on the EIR that took place on March 31. In it, the European Council speaks out in support of
the recommendations of the EIR, and, in doing so, it appeals to climate change.73 )
Theoretically, we could proceed to consider the number and kinds of visitors which the pages
in the network have received, to find out how far this actor grouping can be extended to
include web users, “citizens,” and potentially anyone. But to apply this criterion of the
inclusion of actors to an issue displacement would be to miss out on other significant ways
that become visible on the Web in which “the public” may be caught up in controversy. It
would lead us to ignore a crucial complication and an important lesson.
To focus on actor associations in searching for the public is, first of all, to gloss over a
circumstance that makes it deceptive to qualify the above groupings — no matter how
inclusive they are — as “publics.” As I mentioned, whether or not actors involved in the EIR
controversy qualify as representatives of the public is contested as part of the controversy.
The critical analysis of the EIR on the World Bank Web site suggests that the insertion of
climate change into the EIR is a mere effect of lobbying on the part of NGOs. The status of the
World Bank as a representative of the public was equally questioned during the controversy. A
newsletter made available by the Bankwatch Network observed: “From the outset, some NGOs
and communities decided not to participate in the EIR consultation as they did not trust the
Bank to respond to their concerns — similar consultations have been serious let-downs in the
past.” 74 ) To define the public in terms of an inclusive actor-grouping is to fail to acknowledge
the pitching of publics over against lobbies as a significant dimension of controversy. Secondly,
to elevate inclusiveness to the distinguishing feature of the public is to ignore Lippmann’s and
Dewey’s argument: “the public” can only be made sense of by considering the practices of
issue formation in which actors are involved. To narrow down the question of the public to
that of the inclusion of actors in an issue displacement is to do no more than to substitute a

“European Council and Commission Answer on the EIR,” verbatim report of proceedings, March 31,
2004, available at http://www.eireview.info/?what=state. The statement by a representative of the
European Council reads: “Roche Council: ....Climate change remains one of the most significant
environmental concerns for the Union. The Union remains fully committed, for example, to delivering on
the Kyoto Protocol target. As parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change and
ratifiers of the Kyoto Protocol, the European Community and its Member States are eager to ensure that
the activities of the World Bank are in harmony with the European Union’s objective of stabilising
greenhouse gas emissions in the atmosphere at safe levels.”
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customary object of public involvement with another one. Rather than “governmental politics”
or “debate,” publics are then said to be involved in “issues” and their “displacement,” but this
redefinition of the object of public involvement in itself does not tell us anything about the

difference that issues make in involving publics. By focusing on the inclusion of actors in issue
displacements, we are still failing to account for issues as a crucial dimension of democratic
politics. To specify in what way a public can be said to be involved, we must again take up the
question of what issue displacement is being undertaken during the EIR controversy.
Returning to this question, we cannot leave this circumstance out of account: besides
the displacement of climate change, many alternative and counter-displacements of issues
were undertaken during the EIR controversy. Considering that the EIR final report appealed to
many issues besides climate change, this is not surprising. (The report covers three issue
areas: governance, environmental and social components of World Bank interventions, and
human rights; climate change only appears in the report’s concluding section, in a discussion of
the Bank’s “institutional priorities,” where it is brought in to reinforce the recommendation
that the World Bank phase out its funding of oil projects by 2008. 75 ) Web sites documenting
the EIR controversy equally cover multiple issues. For example, the “civil society” Web site
about the EIR, www.eireview.info, organises documents in nine categories: technologies, no-go
zones, governance, women, transparency, climate change, human rights, labour, and
indigenous peoples. Moreover, after NGO Web sites in the EIR network had taken up the leaked
response of the Bank’s management to the EIR as an occasion to appeal to climate change,
other issues were mobilised in turn. A month or so after the commotion around the leaked
World Bank response, another set of documents was made available by the EIR network on the
Web, in which issues other than climate change took pride of place. Thus, SEEN and the “civil
society” Web site on the EIR both published an article from the Wall Street Journal of April 8:
Antipoverty activists and environmentalists, along with dozens of European lawmakers,
have stepped up their campaign to force the bank to adopt the sweeping
recommendations of its own extractive-industries review panel. That panel's report
urged, among other recommendations, a ban on all World Bank lending for oil
production starting in 2008 and a continued moratorium on coal-mining projects.… On
the other side of the debate are the oil companies, which often rely on World Bank
funding as core financing for big projects in risky countries. “There is no automatic
relationship between oil activities and negative consequences on development,” as
activists claim, a group of executives from Royal Dutch/Shell Group and other oil
companies wrote in a briefing paper.76

In this account, “development” is foregrounded as the object of contention in the controversy
over the EIR. Moreover, this article does not mention climate change, even if it does single out

Salim, Emil, Striking a Better Balance: The Extractive Industries Review, Final report, November 2003.
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the recommendation that this issue was brought in to validate. A similar emphasis recurs in a

Financial Times article of April 5, which documents the entry of a coalition of international
banks into the controversy. This article, too, is made available by the “civil society” Web site:
Leading international banks are expected to urge the World Bank to reject proposals to
stop financing oil and coal projects in developing countries. Citigroup, ABN Amro,
WestLB, Barclays and 16 other banks involved in project finance last year signed the
so-called Equator principles - an agreement to adhere to social and environment
safeguards of the World Bank group. The “Equator banks” want the World Bank to
reject recommendations contained in the Extractive Industries Review - an independent
study of oil, gas and mining project financing commissioned by the bank - according to
a draft letter to James Wolfensohn, World Bank president, obtained by the Financial
Times. “We believe that the EIR has not given sufficient consideration to the fact that
the extractive industries are essential to global economic growth and poverty
reduction, and that for some countries the extractive industries represent a very
important means of creating revenues for government programs,” says the letter,
which is unsigned and being circulated among the banks. The banks welcomed the EIR
recommendation for increased transparency regarding oil revenues paid to
governments. But they warned against making countries having “robust governance
criteria” a precondition for World Bank financing.77

Here the original subject of the Extractive Industries Review, the effects of fossil fuel projects
in terms of “poverty reduction,” is re-established as a central concern —with “global economic
growth” being slipped in along the way. While the article does mention “environmental
safeguards,” it equally fails to mention climate change.
These framings of the EIR as revolving around issues of “development” and “poverty
reduction” (and “global economic growth”) can be understood as a counter-displacement that
goes against the insertion of climate change into the EIR. Not only is the original subject of the
EIR, “poverty reduction,” here re-inserted into the controversy as the principal matter to be
considered in evaluating the funding of fossil fuel projects by the World Bank, at the expense
of climate change. These accounts also implicate a set of actors in the controversy that did
not appear as especially relevant in the accounts of the EIR that focus on climate change:
“leading international banks.” Moreover, they point towards a different site than that of the
Extractive Industries Review, as the location where the fate of the issue of the funding of fossil
fuel projects by the World Bank is to be dealt with: the “Equator Principles.” Thus, the issues
at stake in the EIR controversy, the community implicated in it, and the site of their
articulation, are all redefined in the reports released in the issue network in April 2004,
compared to earlier definitions highlighted above. Such a counter-displacement complicates
the account of public involvement in controversy as a displacement of issues: up till now I have
mainly focused on the displacement of a single issue, but now have to take into consideration
multiple displacements of multiple issues, and the relations among them. In order to specify
what kind of displacements enacts public involvement in controversy, we must make a
distinction between types of issue displacements.
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The displacement of climate change and that of poverty reduction that were
undertaken during the EIR controversy can be distinguished in this way: while the former
displacement took the detour via the public, the latter cannot be said to have done so. The
displacement of climate change to the World Bank, as it could be followed on the Web,
constituted a deviation from the route of deliberation and negotiation among the parties
involved in the EIR. Such deliberations and negotiations were doubtless also engaged in, but on
the Web the issue of climate change was opened up for support by relative outsiders, and the
issue of the World Bank’s funding of fossil fuel projects was opened up for critical scrutiny by
them. (See Figure 4 for a “graphic summary” of the work of public-isation performed on the
Web by the EIR network that I have discussed here). By contrast, the re-insertion of “poverty
reduction” into the EIR controversy does not qualify as a public-isation of issues. While this
move was made public on the Web, it did not open any issue for public involvement. The
appeal to development was reported in the business press and documented on NGO Web sites,
and one of the documents in question — the letter to the Bank’s President by the “Equator
banks” — was eventually published on the Web.78 (Though neither the international banks nor
Shell voiced their criticisms of the EIR on their own Web sites.) But, while the articles and
documents in question drew critical attention to the EIR recommendations, the issues of
“development” and “climate change,” in their relation to the Bank’s funding of fossil fuel
projects, were here displaced to an inaccessible location. The international banks suggest that
the social and environmental issues raised by fossil fuel projects funded by the Bank are to be
dealt with in the forum of the “Equator Principles:” “an agreement [ among banks ] to adhere to
the social and environmental safeguards of the World Bank Group.” 79 (As for Shell, its briefing
paper is not available on the Web, so it is not clear where they propose to address these
matters.)
Besides failing to take the detour via the public, this counter-displacement unmade the
detour via the public undertaken with the displacement of climate change. The insertion of
“poverty reduction” into the controversy re-affirms the original mandate of the EIR (and of the
World Bank), as well as its current practice of framing the funding fossil fuel projects as a
policy implementation of that goal. This displacement undoes the articulation of the Bank’s
funding of fossil fuel projects as a matter requiring public involvement, which the insertion of
climate change into the controversy had brought about. Thus, we encounter here a case not of
issue formation, but of issue de-formation, or to use an unattractive word: de-issuefication. To
further specify how an issue is opened up for public involvement, and how it is closed down,
we must look again at how displacements operate upon the content of issues. This will also

The letter was made available on May 5, 2004, at http://www.equator-principles.com/eir.shtml,
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make it clear under what conditions an actor-grouping involved in displacement qualifies as a
public-in-the-making, and not a lobby.

4.7 Jointly but antagonistically implicated
The divergent displacements of “climate change” and “development” undertaken in the course
of the EIR controversy provide a strong indication that it is a mistake to conceive of public
affairs as problems that actors are commonly implicated in, as Dewey had done. Issue
displacements, as they can be followed on the Web, show that actors may be jointly implicated
in affairs, in the sense that both actors who have adopted the issue of climate change as well
as those who represent concerns for the “oil-based economy” are affected by the matter of
the World Bank’s funding of fossil fuels. But it is not enough to say that they are all affected
by the issue at hand: actors who have adopted the concerns of climate change and of the oilbased economy are clearly involved in the matter of the funding of fossil fuels in antagonistic
ways. They come together in controversy because they are divided by the issues at stake. In
this respect, issue networks on the Web can be said to disclose actors’ partly exclusive
“associations:” actors’ associations with climate change do not tolerate actors’ associations
with the oil-based economy, and vice versa. Movements of the public-isation and the
privatisation of affairs, the opening and closing of issues for public involvement, should then be
described in terms of how they operate upon such associations, or more precisely,
“attachments.”
The term “attachment” is used in ANT to foreground a special relation between human
and non-human entities: “being affected by." Emilie Gomart and Antoine Hennion have used
the term to characterise the relations of drug users and music lovers with the objects of their
passion.80 In this relation, actors are both actively committed to the object of passion, music
and drugs, in the sense that they must do a lot of work in order to create the situation in
which they can be overtaken by the object. At the same time, actors are dependent on the
object, it is stronger than them and binds them in the sense that their pleasure, and perhaps
even the meaningfulness of their world, is conditioned by the object. The associations among
human and non-human entities disclosed by issue networks on the Web can in some respects
be accounted for in similar terms. Actors in issue networks are associated with specific
concerns that they introduce into controversy, and their relation with these concerns can be
characterised as one of both “active commitment” and “dependency.” The EIR network on the
Web presents us with environmental NGOs, IFI monitoring organisations, and EU bodies, among
others, who are associated with “climate change”; which brings with it the requirement of “a
radical reduction of CO2 emissions” and thus of “a decrease in the use of fossil fuels” and “the
aggressive promotion of renewable energy.” International banks and oil companies introduce
“poverty reduction” or “development”; which brings with it the requirement of “global
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economic growth” and thus “continued support for fossil fuel projects” (though this chain
becomes more logical if we follow it through from the end to the beginning). From these
connections disclosed by the EIR network on the Web we can make inferences about actors’
attachments in the richer sense of the term attributed to it in ANT. These actors can be said
to be actively committed to their claims and concerns, in the sense that it is their laborious
operations that sustain them. But at the same time, this relationship is marked by dependency:
not only are the fate of actors, their way of life, and perhaps even the meaningfulness of their
world, conditioned by the fate of these claims of concerns, by whether they will be addressed
or not. In some respects, actors’ relations to “the climate” and “fossil fuels” are also relations
of undeniable subordination: it is not an exaggeration to say that their lives depend on these
phenomena.
Drawing on the notion of attachment to account for the EIR controversy on the Web,
issue networks that enact the controversy in this medium can be said to disclose tangles of
partly exclusive attachments. We then say that the different actors that are jointly implicated
in the issue of the World Bank’s funding of fossil fuels, according to networks on the Web,
from environmental NGOs to leading international banks, are bound together by mutual
exclusivities between their various attachments. The sustainability of these attachments, “the
climate” and “the oil-based economy,” are threatened by the attachments that exclude them.
From this standpoint, the great merit of controversy is that it provides an occasion to enact
the irreconcilability of actors’ attachments. I cannot do justice here to the intricate
attachments that were put into question when the funding of fossil fuels by the World Bank
became an object of evaluation and controversy, at the occasion of the Extractive Industries
Review.81 But as this particular matter was framed as an object of concern in accessible media
such as the Web, the divergences between actors’ various attachments, and indeed their
mutual exclusivity, were made manifest. To enact controversy is then to move beyond the
“mere” statements of divergences among attachments that permeate social life — where one
says “I am into the environment” and another “I am into the oil-based economy,” or something
of the sort, after which each goes his or her own way. We enter into a situation where an
object of contention, the funding of fossil fuel projects by the World Bank, provides an
opportunity to enact the disagreement between various, entangled, exclusive attachments,
over a specific, concrete, accessible question: should the World Bank stop funding fossil fuels
by 2008 and aggressively promote renewable energy? Indeed, this situation can be said to
compel actors to disagree, as the yes/no question of the funding of fossil fuel projects by the
World Bank posed by the EIR final report, excludes the reconciliatory stance characteristic of
the infamous win-win approach: to address climate change and sustain an oil-based economy
at the same time.
Another crucial tension that runs through the EIR controversy, besides that between the oil-based
economy and the climate, is that between poverty reduction and environmentalism. The latter conjunction
requires critical scrutiny as much as that of environmentalism and fossil fuel extraction.
81
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From this standpoint, the distinguishing feature of the public-isation of issues is that it

focuses joint and antagonistic attachments into a specific yet accessible point of contention.
This characterisation of public-isation suggests that this movement is subject to the following
requirement: for an issue definition to open up an affair for public involvement, and not just for
partisan support, it must hold together both shared and exclusive attachments. A public affair,
we now say, is one in which actors are jointly and antagonistically implicated. When an issue
definition assembles only shared attachments, those that exclude them are left out of
account, and in that sense no public affair is being defined in this case. Thus, the demand that
the World Bank phase out the funding of fossil fuels must both address attachments to an oilbased economy (which is likely to extend far into networks of the economy and habits of daily
life) as well as attachments to the climate (which is likely to extend far into networks of
ecology and threats to daily life — on low-lying land and in drought-affected regions, among
others). To publicise an issue must thus involve a passage through antagonistic attachments:
to do “climate change,” the oil-based economy cannot be ignored or downplayed; the
constraints it puts on addressing climate change must be taken seriously, and vice versa.
However, the translation of attachments that both intertwine and conflict into a specific point
of contention cannot be defined as a reconciliation of the irreconcilable. That would be to deny
the exclusivity of attachments that got the controversy started. Instead, the specific point at
which they indeed prove irreconcilable must be extricated from a wide range of divergent
attachments. The oil-based economy is partly sustained by the World Bank’s funding of fossil
fuel projects. To act on climate change inevitably requires a shift from fossil fuel to renewable
energy projects, here to be undertaken by the World Bank. Something must give way. The
distinguishing feature of the public-isation of affairs, in this respect, is that it demonstrates
publicly which attachments should bind us more strongly than others. An accessible case is
made to give precedence to some attachments over others: one that must therefore take into
account the divergent attachments of actors.
While the description of the public-isation of issues in terms of an operation upon
attachments requires elaboration,82 it allows us to specify the difference between the publicisation of issues and its opposite in the following way: Whereas in the public-isation of issues,
the point at which attachments prove exclusive is made manifest, preparing the ground for a
demonstration of which attachments should bind us more strongly than others, in the
privatisation of issues the exclusivity among attachments is sidestepped. As the insertion of
“climate change” into the EIR controversy was performed in the widely accessible medium of
the Web, the conflict among the divergent attachments that are caught up in the issue of the

In particular, it must be explored further to what extent the notion of “attachment” can replace that of
“interest.” The former notion makes the latter to a degree superfluous: when we take into account what
things actors are associated with, there is less need to project motives behind their actions. On the other
hand, the notion of interest has the great advantage of summing up invisible attachments: when it is not
clear in the service of which attachments actors act, “interest” makes it possible to take these
attachments into account in spite of this lack of clarity.
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Bank’s funding of fossil fuels was brought out. By contrast, with the re-establishment of
“development” as the prime concern with regard to this issue, the exclusivity of attachments
that come together in this matter was not affirmed, but denied: the reconcilability of the
Bank’s funding of fossil fuel projects with “development” was posited, and “climate change”
was left out of consideration. To be sure, the displacement of climate change to the World
Bank also routed around the irreconcilability of attachments in some sense: as renewable
energy is presented as the way forward in public letters and press releases on the Web, the
attachment to fossil fuels as a crucial component of economic growth is not explicitly
recognised. However, as pages in the issue network on the Web open up the matter of the
Bank’s funding of fossil fuels for contention in public, in a widely accessible medium, it set the
stage for the articulation of exclusive attachments in public. With the re-insertion of
development as the central issue of the Extractive Industries Review, conflicting attachments
came to be excluded from the problem definition, and thus the settlement of the affair
became impossible.
Lippmann and Dewey have characterised public affairs as issues for which a settlement
can only be articulated by way of the detour of organising a public. We can elaborate this
proposition, and say that such a detour is necessary if the exclusive attachments that come
together in the affair are to be acknowledged as such. Only the definition of issues in public
can constrain those involved to take into account their divergent attachments that are
intertwined in the affair. The greater strength of some attachments over others can then be
demonstrated publicly. When such a detour via the public gets aborted, the irreconcilabilities
that the issue opens up are sidestepped, and a settlement becomes impossible. This also
makes it clear why actor-groupings involved in the public-isation of affairs cannot be reduced
to lobby groups that mobilise in support of a partisan cause. Insofar as these groupings are
involved in the articulation of common and exclusive attachments, they are defined as much
by what they do not share — by what antagonises them — as by what they share. EIR
networks on the Web disclose a configuration of environmental organisations, international
financial institutions, IFI monitoring organisations, oil companies, leading banks and intergovernmental bodies, whose associations are as strongly marked by divergences among their
attachments, as by convergence. We then say that to the degree that issue networks
articulate joint and antagonistic attachments among relative strangers, they qualify as publicsin-the-making. However, the question remains how publicising displacements of issues can
survive the onslaught of counter-movements that unmake public affairs. Indeed, it depends on
their ability to withstanding contending displacements whether or not an issue like climate
change becomes an object of full-blown public involvement, in the sense that a wider and
wider set of actors becomes involved in this issue which existing institutions are failing to
settle, mobilising in support of its settlement. In the case of the controversy over the
Extractive Industries Review, it did not happen. On August 3, 2004, the Board of Directors of
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the World Bank, finally announced, after a four-month delay, its decision on the
recommendations of the EIR. The decision, made available on the World Bank Web site,
rejected the demand that the World Bank phases out its funding of fossil fuel projects by
2008, and it did so without referring to the issue of climate change.83

4.8 Conclusion
The displacement of climate change to the forum of the World Bank on the occasion of the
Extractive Industries Review, which I followed on the Web, did not reach its destination. Neither
did this particular attempt to define climate change as an issue which urgently needs to be
addressed result in the organisation of an inclusive set of actors around the issue, at least not
according to the Web. In spite of this circumstance, but also by virtue of it, this case enabled
us to specify how issue formation may mediate public involvement in controversy. The
controversy around the Extractive Industries Review on the Web was marked by the
displacement of politics. Not only were issues here being displaced to an transnational
institution, the World Bank. Crucial interventions in this controversy also took the form of
contending movements of the displacement of issues. In this respect, public involvement in
controversy can be understood as a distinct, specific type of issue displacement. In these
displacements, the attempt is made to translate the mutually exclusive attachments that
implicate actors in the affair into a specific and accessible point of contention — and in doing
so, to constrain an institution into adopting concerns that current institutions are failing to
address. Importantly, the displacement of climate change to the World Bank could be seen on
the Web to take the detour via the public. In this medium, attempts to tie the issue of climate
change into the World Bank’s policy not only entailed the opening up of this issue for
involvement by relative outsiders. The joint entanglement of relative strangers in the affair of
the World Bank’s funding of fossil fuels — of those concerned with climate change and those
attached to an oil-based economy, among others — was here made manifest.
Such an account of public involvement in controversy elaborates Lippmann’s and
Dewey’s proposition that public involvement in politics is occasioned by issues which existing
institutional arrangements are failing to settle and is dedicated to their settlement. The
concept of the public-isation of issues developed Schattschneider, and by Barry and Gomart
and Hajer, enabled us to adapt this proposition, so as to account for public involvement in
terms of issue formation in the context of the displacement of politics. These authors invite us
to focus on extended trajectories of issue formation, along which public articulations of the
issue shift the issue through space and time towards a freshly articulated addressee. Issue
networks on the Web make visible such publicising movements of the displacement of issues.

World Bank Group, “World Bank Group Board Agrees Way Forward on Extractive Industries Review,” press
release, August 3, 2004,
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/NEWS/0,,contentMDK:20237406~menuPK:34463~pagePK:
64003015~piPK:64003012~theSitePK:4607,00.html.
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This medium provides a set of particular techniques for undertaking detours of issue formation
via the public. In the EIR issue networks that configured on the Web, attempts to transport the
issue of climate change to the forum around the World Bank are documented and enacted in a
widely accessible medium. The Web thereby facilitates the appeal to an anonymous force “out
there” that may potentially be implicated in this attempt to deliver the issue to an address.
But issue networks on the Web also make it forcefully clear that not all issue networks can be
reduced to lobby groups, as the author of this concept, Hugh Heclo, argued.
Firstly, issue networks on the Web cannot be defined as informal associations that
define issues in relative secrecy, as Heclo said of the issue networks he encountered in
Washington D.C. On the Web, actors enter into association with others and define issues in
public. But, just as importantly, whereas Heclo defined the issue network by what its members
have in common — knowledge of the issue and an interest in it —, the assemblage of actors
disclosed by issue networks on the Web are just as strongly marked by what actors do not
share, i.e. what antagonises them.84 Decisive in Heclo’s definition of issue networks as partisan
groupings, as opposed to publics, was that these configurations are marked by shared
knowledge and interest, by which they exclude the broader public. Drawing on Latour’s notion
of the “hairy object,” I characterised the issue networks configured around the EIR on the Web
as consisting instead of tangles of attachments by which actors are both jointly and
antagonistically implicated in affairs. Issue networks on the Web make it clear that actors are
drawn into an issue network to the extent that the things they are committed to are not in
agreement and are not shared by all those involved.85 Insofar as such issue networks disclose a
set of actors who take it upon themselves to articulate their mutually exclusive attachments
that intertwine in the affair in question, so as to find a settlement for them, we are dealing
here with publics-in-the-making. However, while issue networks that configured around the EIR
on the Web in the first half of 2004 qualify as publics-in-the-making, they did not disclose a
public.
I mentioned in the introduction that the EIR controversy on the Web counts as a hard
case, if the point is to account for public involvement in politics. Prototypical members of the
public, lay citizens, did not play any notable role in this controversy, at least not judging from

This is how Heclo defined the issue network: "a shared-knowledge group having to do with some aspect
(or, as defined by the network, some problem) of public policy.” Heclo recognised that “knowledge does
not necessarily produce agreement,” but in distinguishing the issue network from the public he emphasised
that the latter’s distinguishing feature is the sharing of an arcane concern. Moreover, dissension within the
issue network for Heclo had a further privatising effect: those who deeply care about the issues are prone
to disagree about it, whereas the public involvement requires consensus about the issues at stake. I am
arguing that contention is crucial to the organisation of a public. Affairs that require public involvement are
not only marked by the failure of existing institutions to settle them, but also by the intertwining of
mutually exclusive attachments (whereby this intertwining may well account for institutional failure).
Heclo, The Issue Network and the Executive Establishment,” 103-104.
85
In later definitions of issue networks, this dimension of antagonism is more explicitly recognised. Thus,
Martin Smith opposed issue networks to policy networks: whereas the former is a relatively open network
of antagonistic actors, configured around a controversial issue, the policy network represents a closed and
more institutionalised configuration, prone to achieve consensus, and dedicated to the de-politic-isation of
issues. Here the issue network is defined as an extra-institutional configuration, though not as an entity to
be identified with the public. Smith, Pressure, Power, and Policy, 60-67.
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the Web. We can now add that this case also counts as a hard one, because the attempt at
public involvement failed in this case. Not only did the World Bank not accept the role of
addressee of the issue of climate change that was staked out for it by the coalition of
environmental NGOs, IFI watchdogs and European bodies during the EIR controversy. Neither
did the attempt to single out the World Bank as an addressee of climate change translate into
the type of widespread mobilisation of actors that is the most robust symptom of public
involvement in controversy: affected citizens demonstrating their commitment to the cause of
climate change on TV, street protests demanding that the Bank take responsibility for the
climate. Obviously, such translations of controversy into the mobilisation of publics must be
recognised as crucial events in which public involvement in controversy is realised. However, I
argue here that when it comes to the question of the difference that “the public” can make,
and how it does it, we must take into account movements of the public-isation of issues. If we
want to find out about the public, then we must focus on the issues that actors mobilise
around; on events in which these issues get articulated as objects of potentially widespread
concern; on attempts to bring issues closer to a settlement by way of detours of the publicisation of affairs. Following this line of inquiry, the appearance on the scene (in the media or in
the streets) of committed citizens must be understood as an event along trajectories of the
displacement of issues. In such an approach, the public may have to be defined as an effect of
issue formation. Such an effect may be extremely physical (taking the form of masses in the
street), but it is also likely to have a virtual dimension: the effect of “pressure” — this is what
requires research.
In undertaking such research, what needs to be explored further is the role of
techniques for the articulation of issues, from ICT to architecture and the design of events, in
facilitating public involvement in issues. In ANT-inspired research of public involvement in
controversy, the notion of techniques of articulation has taken the place of that of procedure,
when it comes to the question of the enabling, and disabling, constraints on public involvement
in politics. Here I have addressed this shift mostly implicitly, by relying on the technical
arrangement of the Web as a site of research. I have mainly focused on the line of inquiry that
in my view requires exploration in addressing the question of how technological arrangements
enable public involvement in politics: the question is not only how such arrangements facilitate
the transformation of persons into citizens, but also how they enable the articulation of
problems as public affairs, and thereby the identification and organisation of actors who may
bring about their settlement. Judging from the turn of events in the case of the EIR, such
attempts are easily thwarted. What therefore demands our attention most are the
interventions that prevent publics from organising around issues, and thus, their settlement.
From the twists and turns of the description of public involvement as something that occurs
along trajectories of issue formation, we can now extrapolate a definition of democratic
deficits, as they occur in the context of the displacement of politics.
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5 . Issues as occasions for democracy

5.1 Introduction
Considering how democratic deficits are usually defined, the controversy over the Extractive
Industries Review presented us with an odd distribution of judgements. A well-tested approach to
identifying such deficits is to uphold as a standard a democratic procedure or ideal by which
practices can then be judged. In such an approach, a democratic deficit must be diagnosed when
practices fail to live up to these standards in certain crucial respects. However, during the
controversy over the Extractive Industries Review, the claim that the procedures of this multistakeholder consultation had been violated served to forestall public involvement in this affair. At
a critical juncture, the rule that deliberations were to focus on the topic of “poverty reduction”
was mobilised to exclude the issue of climate change from consideration. This exclusion had the
effect of derailing the articulation of the World Bank’s funding of fossil fuels as a matter requiring
public involvement. The insertion of climate change into the controversy over the EIR, after all,
had radically opened up the matter of the Bank’s funding of fossil fuels for outside intervention.
By establishing the connection between fossil fuels and climate change, the case was made, on
the Web, in the press, and in the European Parliament, that the World Bank was to take a major
decision, and phase out its funding of fossil fuel projects by 2008. Now this reading of events
could appear to stand definitions of the democratic deficit on their head: am I arguing that
respect for democratic procedures is indicative of a democratic deficit?
A customary intellectual solution to a complication like this, in which the disobeying of rules
counts as an enabling and not a disabling circumstance, whether in art, science, or politics, is to
posit an ideal at a higher level, which then legitimises the undermining of lower-level rules, and
delegitimises respect for them. In this chapter, I will argue that practices of public involvement in
politics deserve a different approach. Rather than positing a meta-ideal of political democracy, as a
stable standard to judge practices by, we should explore what happens to assemblages of
democratic rules, principles and ideals, when issues are displaced. Instead of understanding political
democracy as an unchanging, formal architecture, we should focus on the ways in which issue
displacements produce modifications of democratic spaces. As we have followed displacements of
issues, and considered how, in the words of Schattschneider, “everything changes” over the course
of such displacements — the where, the what and the who of politics — the question arises
whether spaces of democracy are not subject to alteration too. In my view, this question must be
answered in the affirmative. Issue displacements change spaces of democracy. When affairs are
shifted from one location to the next, they produce shifts in the configurations of rules, ideals,
routines, actors and claims, et cetera, which constrain the enactment of (democratic) politics. Such
displacements open issues up for public involvement, or in the opposite case, they make this
impossible. However, displacements not only operate upon issue definitions, sites of politics and
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actor-groupings involved, but also on the spaces in which issues are addressed. Democratic spaces
should be understood to be in flux. In order to determine whether democratic deficits have arisen in
specific cases, we must then distinguish between bad and good issue displacements.
The question is why political democracy is so often conceived of, in democratic theory, as
an architecture that remains unaffected by the issues that are processed in such a virtual edifice.
Also, it should puzzle us that political democracy is mostly assumed to be dedicated to the
realisation of ideals in which the settlement of issues does not really figure, such as popular
sovereignty, the inclusive community, or the public use of reason. There are very good reasons why
this is so, such as the classic understanding of democratic theory as a constitutional activity, as a
practice of establishing fundamental arrangements. Even if this is done on paper, such
arrangements are then expected to provide, in a near or distant future, the framework for a healthy
and durable state or society. However, in this chapter I want to question the treatment of issues as

excuses to enact democratic politics, as pretexts to set the machinery of political democracy in
motion, but which neither affect the workings of such machines, nor figure very prominently in their
output. Issues, I want to argue, deserve to be appreciated as occasions for political democracy: it is
issues that necessitate public involvement in politics, and such involvement is dedicated to their
settlement. Accordingly, the shape that public involvement in politics will take and the force that
may flow from it are marked by issues. Political democracy cannot be properly understood if the
part that they play in its enactment is left out of account. But before further exploring the larger
question of the role that issues should be credited with in the performance of political democracy, I
want to return to the question with which this thesis began: how to define democratic deficits in
the context of the displacement of politics.

5.2 No displacement, no public
Over the last decades, it has come to be widely recognised that the displacement of politics
poses problems for democracy: as politics moves to locations at a distance from established
fora of democratic politics — to intergovernmental organisations, to R & D laboratories, to
NGO platforms — it is pursued beyond the reach of the accustomed mechanisms for ensuring
the accountability and representativeness of political process. However, while it is clear that a
politics insufficiently constrained by such mechanisms is problematic from the standpoint of
democracy, it is much less evident how democratic deficits are to be defined once we affirm
that politics is being displaced, and has been and will be. It then no longer makes sense to
assume that politics can ever be contained in democratic arrangements as a matter of course.
The proposition that issues play an important role in involving publics in politics provides
another, more substantial, reason why democratic deficits should not be defined in terms of
the failure to contain politics in democratic arrangements. As Walter Lippmann and John
Dewey have shown, the issues of democratic politics — those affairs that require a public to
become involved if they are to be addressed — are marked by the impossibility of containing
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them in existing institutional frameworks. Lippmann proposed that a public must intervene in a
controversy when existing institutions prove unable to deal with the issues at stake in it.
Dewey argued that when issues emerge which jointly implicate actors who do not have at their
disposal shared institutions to settle their affairs, these actors must organise as a public. The
pragmatists thus made it clear that the failure to effectively contain issues in current
institutional frames is a condition for public involvement in politics. For this reason, this failure
should not be taken to be conclusive evidence that a democratic deficit has arisen. As
Lippmann and Dewey also argued, the emergence of public affairs does bring to light
insufficiencies of current institutional arrangements: in this situation, existing institutions
prove incapable of providing a settlement for such issues, and in that sense, they are not
doing the work of the public. But the failure to contain politics in established arrangements in
itself cannot stand in for the democratic deficit, since this is precisely the situation that

enables publics to engage politically.
Once we conceive of public involvement in politics as a particular practice of issue
formation, a definition of the democratic deficit that has been developed especially to account
for problems of democracy that occur in the context of the displacement of politics must be
found wanting too. Considering the role of issues in the performance of political democracy,
the democratic deficit cannot be defined as a lack of connections between sites in which
(democratic) politics is pursued. This definition does have the great advantage of
acknowledging the multiplicity of sites of politics and of democracy. It does away with the
assumption that politics is or should be contained in singular democratic arrangements.
However, this approach to democratic deficits fails to appreciate that the multiple sites of
(democratic) politics, as well as the democratic subjects and procedures enacted in these
locations, are likely to be contested and appear as partial during controversies over specific
affairs. It presents these various sites, procedures, and subjects as pluralist assemblages,
which — provided that they are connected by channels of information provision and
consultation — add meaningfully to one another. However, we have seen in the first and fourth
chapters that actor definitions put forward during controversies as the subject to be included
in the political process (the people of the Narmada Valley, a non-governmental climate change
coalition) and procedures proposed to guide this process (the World Commission on Dams,
multi-stakeholder consultation) were disputed during these controversies. Moreover, it turned
out to be far from self-evident that these subjects and procedures could contain the concerns
raised by the affairs in question. An account of public involvement in politics in terms of issue
formation makes it clear why it is important to acknowledge the disputability and partiality of
subjects and procedures of (democratic) politics.
Once we consider that public affairs jointly and antagonistically implicate actors who
do not have at their disposal a shared forum for the settlement of their affairs, and who do
not belong to the same communities, it becomes clear that the recognition that politics
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cannot be contained in singular democratic fora is only a first step. We must also acknowledge
that this circumstance may give rise to contestation over what are the appropriate locations,
subjects, and procedures of (democratic) politics. When actors not only have in common a
concern for the issues at stake, but these concerns also exclude one another to a degree, their
respective attempts to articulate the issue, and to find an addressee that can take care of it,
cannot be expected to “add meaningfully to one another” as a matter of course. Instead,
attempts to displace the issue to a forum hospitable to its articulation and the identification of
an addressee must be expected to “pull” at the issue in partly opposing directions. When
various displacements are undertaken at the same time — as when the affair of the Narmada
dams was displaced to the transnational forum of the World Commission on Dams, as well as
to the grassroots fora of the Save Narmada Movement, and to the national forum of the Indian
government, among others — these displacements are likely to involve disputes over the type
of democratic arrangement that is to host the affair. To fail to acknowledge the partiality and
disputability of sites, subjects, and procedures of democracy is then to disregard the fact that
the organisation of a democratic space that can assure a satisfactory settlement for the affair
is at stake in the enactment of controversy. Contestation over the issues at stake, and over
the type of settlement they require, we must then say, may equally involve contestation over
the kinds of (democratic) arrangements that are to host controversy over this affair. In the
previous chapter I have proposed that such contestation takes the form of contending
displacements of issues to differing fora of politics and democracy. This phenomenon of
contending issue displacements points towards a specific reason why the democratic deficit
should not be defined as a lack of connections between sites of politics and of democracy:
such a definition fails to acknowledge that political democracy is likely to require
displacements of its own.
When it is proposed that the democratic legitimacy of displaced politics can be
ensured by connecting the sites of politics and democracy by way of channels of transparency
and consultation, publics easily come to be defined as sedentary entities. This proposal calls up
an image of democratic fora as sites where publics sit and wait to receive information from
political centres, and give off the signal of their opinions to these centres when called for. In
this respect, this proposal does not do justice to the tasks that publics-in-the-making face.
They must take it upon themselves to displace issues to sites that are hospitable to their
articulation as matters of public concern, and identify an addressee that may provide a
settlement for them. Thus, in order to re-actualise the definition of climate change as an affair
which existing institutions are not effectively dealing with, and with which outsiders should
accordingly be concerned, this issue had to be transported to a location where such an
articulation of climate change could be undertaken: the forum of the Extractive Industries
Review and the controversy over its recommendations that ensued. Moreover, we have seen
that this first issue displacement, whereby the insertion of climate change into the EIR and the
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controversy around it enabled its re-definition as a public affair, was undertaken in the service
of a second displacement: the delivery of this issue to an institution equipped to address it,
the World Bank. Extending from this case, public participation in politics can be said to involve
at least two issue-displacements: a first displacement to open up an affair for public
involvement, and a second displacement to deliver the issue to a capable addressee by way of
this detour via the public. From this description of the tasks that publics-in-the-making
perform, it follows that public involvement in politics cannot be satisfactorily understood as a
relation among sites of (democratic) politics: it involves the active shifting of issues among
locations. From an account of public involvement in politics in terms of the displacement of
issues, it also follows that the democratic deficit cannot be understood in terms of a gap
between the sites of politics and of democracy.
To approach issue formation as an important dimension of democratic politics is to call
into question the idea that a lack of connections between the sites of politics and those of
public involvement in politics is necessarily bad for democracy. A widening of the gap between
them may equally indicate that issues that current institutions are failing to settle are being
shifted away from these institutions, to sites hospitable to their articulation as public affairs.
Discontinuities between the sites of politics and of democracy then indicate that institutional
deficits are in the process of being addressed. That is, public involvement in politics may
require that issues are displaced away from political institutions, as when climate change was
taken away from the UN, and towards the forum of the EIR controversy; as when the issue of
resettlement and compensation of local populations affected by the Narmada dams again
became the object of protests in the Narmada valley after the failed attempt to address these
issues in intergovernmental fora. Definitions of the democratic deficit in terms of a gap
between the sites of politics and of democracy, just like definitions that foreground the failure
to contain politics in singular democratic arrangements, we can now say, disregard the
requirements of issue formation that public involvement brings with it. To uphold richly
connected sites of politics and democracy as an ideal is to fail to appreciate the extent of the
detours of issue formation that public involvement entails: the articulation of issues as objects
of democratic politics may involve their displacement to locations at a distance from the sites
of politics. To approach the displacement of politics as a move that must be undone by recapturing politics in a democratic arrangement involves a similar oversight: such an approach
fails to consider whether locations are (in-)hospitable to the articulation of issues, and which
detours of issue formation are required if the affair in question is to be opened up for public
involvement, and a settlement formulated.1

1

In some cases, displaced politics itself qualifies as the issue, and in these cases disregard for the
requirement of issue formation is especially problematic. Examples of such issues are operations in R & D
laboratories that are said to have illegitimate power effects. When it is argued with respect to these cases
that politics must be displaced back to democratic fora, it is not acknowledged that the displaced politics
must first be defined as a political problem, along trajectories of issue formation, if it is to be opened up
for public involvement.
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An account of public involvement in politics in terms of issue formation shifts our
critical attention away from the “problem of containment.” From this standpoint, the failure of
existing democratic arrangements to enclose politics is not a big scandal, since issues arise all
the time that resist containment in the institutions of political democracy. Yes, public affairs
may very well challenge existing routines and procedures of representation and accountability.
But such resistance to “institutional containment” should be appreciated as a feature of issues
that require public involvement. It is when existing institutions fail to provide a settlement for
an affair that a public must organise around the issue so as to ensure that it will be addressed.
It is now also clear that the democratic deficit can neither be defined as a gap between the
sites in which politics is pursued and those in which democracy is enacted. To open an issue up
for public involvement requires the active displacement of issues, to sites hospitable to their
articulation as objects of democratic politics, and to an addressee that may take care of it. In
this light, a lack of connections between sites of politics and of public involvement with politics
in itself is not a problem: the question is instead whether issues are successfully displaced
away from institutions that fail to deal with them and towards instances that may contribute
to a settlement. A democratic deficit must then be said to arise when bad issue displacements
occur: when issues that depend on public involvement for their settlement are transported to
locations that are inaccessible to publics, making their involvement in issue formation, and
thus the settlement of affairs, impossible. From this standpoint, the identification of
institutional deficits, i.e. the failure of existing institutions to settle affairs, and thus to do the
work of the public, is only a first step of an inquiry into the qualities of trajectories of issue

formation: do issue displacements enable the opening up of the issue for public involvement
and the identification of an addressee for it, or do they corrupt this movement? Such an
approach, however, may be seen to collapse the intricate constellation of ideals, principles,
procedures, and rules, which we associate with political democracy, replacing it with nothing
more than a politics of “small moves” of shifting issues around. We must therefore take a
closer look at what the notion of the displacement of issues does to conceptions of
democracy in terms of a stable and partly abstract architecture.

5.3 Issues trace the space of democracy
The proposal to understand public involvement in politics as a particular practice of issue
formation has an alienating effect. From this standpoint, it becomes hard to understand why
political democracy has so often been conceived of as being about the realisation of ideals —
popular sovereignty, the inclusive community, the public use of reason — in social and
institutional arrangements, something in which issues do not figure prominently. In my view,
this alienating effect has its merits: we should wonder why issues are so often treated as an

excuse for the enactment of political democracy, as a pretext to activate democratic
arrangements and ideals, whereby the addressing of problems, abuses, complications, evils,
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and wrongs can easily appear to be a mere instrument for the realisation of greater goods.
However, in focusing on the role of issues in the enactment of political democracy, we should
certainly not imagine that this would provide us with an Ockham’s razor with which to cut
“superfluous” ideals and arrangements out of the picture of political democracy. Trying to get
rid of the “excess baggage,” stripping political democracy of the ideals, principles, procedures,
and arrangements which its enactment is often said to require, we would no doubt make it
impossible to account for public involvement, including the role of issues therein. But how then
do these abstract and formal dimensions of political democracy appear, if we keep our eyes on
the role of issues in its enactment?
To begin with, it is important to recognise that the pragmatist account of public
involvement in politics that I have sought to elaborate here is very much an attempt to move
away from the understanding of democracy in terms of an ideal order. The pragmatist
approach to political democracy foregrounds moments in which orders, or, perhaps more
appropriately, routines, are unsettled. Asking the question of the conditions for public
involvement in politics, Lippmann and Dewey came to focus on situations in which problems
arise that resist easy solution. Such situations call for public involvement in politics, these
authors pointed out, when existing institutions prove incapable to deal satisfactorily with
issues; when customary subject definitions cannot contain the set of actors implicated in
affairs; when, as Lippmann put it, “procedures are lacking.” In focusing on these situations,
Lippmann and Dewey call into question the tendency of democratic thought to posit ideal
arrangements and procedures, which can be challenged by nothing and lack nothing except
reality. Dewey made it especially clear: institutional failure, he argued, requires an experimental
search for new forms for organising the public, and for organising the task of attending to its
problems. Issues challenge existing modes of democratic political organisation: if these issues
are to be addressed, forms for organising subjects and articulating problems must be reinvented. Conversely, he proposed that democratic deficits exceed the failure to live up to

given ideals: when institutions are failing to settle affairs, when a public is to get organised
around these affairs, what is required is the experimental adaptation of ideals, subject
definitions, procedures and arrangements to enable the democratic processing of issues. In
this respect, the work of Lippmann and Dewey fits in the tradition documented by the
American political theorist Bonnie Honig. She has drawn attention to political philosophies that
undertake a “displacement of politics,” by which she refers to the tendency of rationalist
thought to displace politics away from the disruptions and contingencies of practice and onto
an orderly plane, where it can then be contained within the frames of reason. To these
philosophies, Honig opposes political theories of invention, which seek to understand politics as
an event, in which orders must be brought about creatively.2
Honig, Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics, 2-5. Honig draws attention to the ways in which
rationalist accounts of politics fail to acknowledge the open-ended and contested nature of subjects and
actions, whereas political theories of invention do so. The pragmatist account of political democracy
2
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In line with the latter proposition, the pragmatist account of political democracy
rejects the conceptualisation of democratic arrangements as static architectures. Insofar as
the task of the public is to adapt or invent organisational forms, such arrangements cannot be
approached as edifices that forever remain unchanged. In this respect, the moment with which
Lippmann’s and Dewey’s accounts of political democracy are preoccupied, the one in which
existing institutional arrangements prove insufficient, cannot be understood as a Lockian
moment, in which citizens have the right to revoke their support for a government that has
ceased to represent them. Lippmann and Dewey do not characterise this situation as a
moment that is prefigured in a great plan of democracy, drawn up by a great philosopher,
which says that in this moment such radical action by the citizenry is called for — which then
means that such action is warranted. Lippmann and Dewey do not evoke a fundamental
arrangement that satisfactorily prescribes which actions are (il-)legitimate, and that therefore
itself deserves to be ascribed that desired feature, legitimacy. They move away from an
understanding of democracy as a warranted order, including a meta-order that ensures the
maintenance of such an order, and according to which the undermining of legitimate orders is
the prime scandal to be counteracted. In this respect, their accounts echo the argument made
by Pocock in The Machiavellian Moment (1975). In his analysis of Machiavelli’s Prince, Pocock
points out that in this book the notion of legitimacy is not associated with a long-awaited,
much desired proper order. It applies instead to those situations in which custom and tradition
prove sufficient in going about business, government, and life in general. As Pocock puts it,
only usage can provide it. 3 By contrast, the situation in which politics becomes necessary is a
situation in which legitimacy, in the sense of working customs, traditions, and routines, is

dissolving: the condition of innovation.4 In Pocock’s reading of The Prince, the prime moment
of politics is not when legitimacy is achieved, but when it is suspended. Indeed, from this
perspective, orders that qualify as legitimate are relatively uninteresting in as far as politics is
concerned.
Of course, Pocock’s analysis of The Prince does not really deal with democracy. 5 But
the conditions for public involvement in politics set out by Lippmann and Dewey in many
respects resemble the Machiavellian condition of innovation to which Pocock draws attention.
One could say that by characterising the moment in which publics must engage in politics in
terms of failing institutional routines and lacking precedents, the pragmatists have pinpointed
the Machiavellian moment in political democracy. Where The Prince challenges us to become
modern with respect to politics, the Lippmann-Dewey debate challenges us to make this move
invites us to question how political theory can do justice to the open-endedness and disputability, not only
of “subjects” and “actions,” but also of issues.
3
“Once again Machiavelli’s emphasis is on usage; nothing else seems capable of providing legitimacy.”
Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment, 164.
4
Exceptional for Machiavelli’s The Prince, Pocock argues, is that Machiavelli with this book “was prepared
to examine the nature of rule where legitimacy is lacking.” Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment, 159-160.
5
However, Pocock does suggest that the de-routinisation that comes with innovation is especially
disturbing when republican arrangements are unsettled: the memory of freedom is the hardest to forget.
Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment, 164.
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with respect to political democracy. We then say that to account for public involvement in
politics, it is not appropriate, in first instance, to uphold a legitimate order as the standard
that practice must live up to. Neither is it befitting to condemn actions on the exclusive
ground that they violate an ideal order. Such an approach disregards the condition of
innovation, by which the situation in which public affairs arise is marked. The crucial question
is, rather, how under circumstances of dissolving legitimacy, formats can be developed that
enable the organisation of actors around issues and that facilitate the articulation of these
issues. This is also to say that, in the accounts of Lippmann and Dewey, the dissolution of
legitimacy is not a phenomenon that can be taken on its own: it is intimately related to the
fate of issues, the settlement of which is at stake. The pragmatists latch onto the
insufficiencies of current institutions, insofar as these confer on the public the task of
articulating affairs and the identification of an addressee for them. In this respect, Lippmann
and Dewey add another reason to the one provided by Pocock’s Machiavelli for why the
dissolution of legitimacy represents not only a “negative event,” in the sense that established
ways of doing things here become unsettled. It is also a positive event, not just because it
provides the opportunity for innovation, but also because it is here that a settlement for public
affairs may be achieved.
However, if we want to put to use Lippmann and Dewey’s issue-oriented approach to
political democracy to account for public involvement in politics as it is enacted in the context
of the displacement of politics, we must be more constructivist, and simply more “flexible,”
than the pragmatists were. We, for our part, cannot assume that democratic political process
can ultimately be hosted in a singular arrangement, as Dewey did when he put forward the
state as the material-legal architecture to organise the observation, definition, and settlement
of the public’s affairs; and as Lippmann did too, when he outlined his procedure for enabling
the closure of public controversies. Dewey did emphasise that the state is continuously being
re-invented, as unprecedented types of issues require new forms of political organisation, if
they are to be addressed. But he did not have to take into consideration, as we must, that
issues are continuously displaced among multiple institutional frameworks. In the context of
the displacement of politics, we must radicalise Dewey’s notion of the permanent renovation
of the architectures of the state. We must attend to the ways in which spaces of political
democracy are reshaped, not just in the light of the emergence of new types of public affairs,
as Dewey pointed out, but during displacements of issues among various locations of
democratic politics. That is, we must take Dewey’s proposition that issues leave their marks in
the shapes of political arrangements further, and explore how democratic spaces are
configured and re-configured during the shifting of affairs among institutional, and extrainstitutional, locations. The bad news here is that it becomes even more complicated than it
already was in the situation described by Dewey to decide what a well-configured democratic
space would look like. Dewey had argued that the appropriate form of the state must be
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experimentally determined. We must now say that in order to get a sense of the features of
democratic arrangements, trajectories of issue formation must be followed. Only in this way
can it be determined how issue displacements alter the configuration of subject definitions,
procedures, and ideals that frame issue formation, and whether they do this for the better or
the worse. But the good news is that such an approach entails a specific definition of the
democratic deficit. We can now focus on particular issue displacements, and on the
modifications that they produce in the assemblage of subjects, procedures, and ideals that
hosts the process of issue formation. The question is whether such alterations of democratic
space enable or disable the articulation of a public affair and the organisation of a public
around it.
In the case of the controversy over the Extractive Industries Review, we have seen
how issue displacements opened up new locations for the enactment of controversy: to the
“multi-stakeholder consultation” commissioned by the World Bank were added stagings of
controversy on the World Wide Web, reports in the business press, a session in the European
Parliament, and the decision-making processes of the World Bank, among others. The
displacements of issues to these different locations had more effects than those highlighted in
the previous chapter. There I described how these displacements opened up issues, or closed
them down, for the involvement of relative outsiders, and how they delivered, or failed to
deliver, issues to institutional addressees capable of addressing them. But it should now be
made clear that the various locations to which issues were displaced during the EIR
controversy each brought with them various procedures, subject definitions, ideals — and they
were variously hospitable to their mobilisation. A multi-stakeholder consultation, the news
media, the Web, the European Parliament, the World Bank: they each come with their rules,
routines and formats for organising processes of issue formation (stakeholder consultation,
news reporting and analysis, public debate, advocacy, protest, accountability, parliamentary
debate, intergovernmental decision-making); they each come with their subject definitions
(stakeholders, civil society, the reading public, online communities, European citizens, the
intergovernmental organisation, the international community), and they each come with their
constraints on the mobilisation of ideals (inclusion, consultation, democratic representation,
the common good, the public interest, the global democratic community; but also: ecological
sustainability, the responsibility for future generations, human rights, poverty reduction,
economic growth). Each time that issues were displaced to different sites, the assemblage of
subject definitions, procedures, and ideals, which provided the framework for issue formation
and were drawn upon in the process, can be said to have undergone modification. The
displacement of climate change to the World Bank, as it could be followed on the Web, added
to the procedure of “multi-stakeholder review” that of media-based controversy, as well as
that of European representative democracy. The subjects involved in the controversy were no
longer limited to stakeholders in the issue of World Bank funded fossil fuel projects, but now
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also included civil society networks around sustainable development, media audiences, and the
European Union. Besides the democratic ideals of inclusion and consultation, those of public
debate, dedication to the common good, and self-assertion by global civil society were
mobilised during, and framed, the controversy.
The alterations of the space of democracy that were produced with the displacement
of climate change to the World Bank made it possible to articulate the intertwining and
mutually exclusive attachments of actors that come together in the affair of the Bank’s
funding of fossil fuels — to simplistically sum them up in a contradiction, that of the oil-based
economy versus that of ecological sustainability. By contrast, the counter-movement by which
“development” was re-established as the main issue at stake in the EIR controversy
contributed to the disintegration of democratic space, and made impossible the articulation of
attachments that are at once entangled and put one another at risk. In this movement, the
decision-making procedures of the World Bank were re-affirmed as the proper site for reaching
closure on the issues at stake in the Extractive Industries Review. Civil society and its
audiences were dismissed as an irresponsible lobby, and in place of the ideals of public debate
and civil society mobilisation, came that of public-private-partnerships between corporate
actors and intergovernmental organisations, as exemplified by the Equator Principles
agreement. What is crucial here is that modifications of the assemblage of subject definitions,
procedures, and ideals that frame and are drawn upon in issue formation affect the chances
that public affairs are addressed. In this respect, it should not surprise us that locations of
issue formation, as well as the subject definitions, procedures and ideals enacted there, are
contested: which particular assemblages that organise the space of democracy in part
determines what kind of articulation issues may receive, and ultimately, indeed, which
attachments will have to give way to others. To contest subject definitions, procedures, and
ideals is then to contest the shape of democratic space, which is likely to put decisive
constraints on the settlement of affairs. Those issue displacements that modify democratic
spaces in ways that narrow the opportunities for the articulation of public affairs, or that make
this outright impossible, must be severely criticised for undermining political democracy. The
democratic deficit must be understood as a particular issue displacement, one that produces a
disintegration of democratic spaces to the point that the definition and settlement of public
affairs is made impossible.

5.4 Not a pretext, not an end in itself, but an occasion
To acknowledge issue formation as an important dimension of political democracy is to resist
two ways in which issues are excluded from consideration when political democracy is
understood as a stable architecture. Firstly, it is to go against the assumption that democratic
arrangements facilitate the processing of issues without being affected by them. Secondly, it
is to question the idea that the principal merit of these arrangements is that they realise ideals
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in which issues do not really figure. The issues at stake in democratic politics, we then say, are
too often reduced to a mere pretext for the performance of democracy. The understanding of
political democracy as an architecture that, even as it facilitates the processing of issues,
realises ideals, to which the settlement of issues is no more than an incidental circumstance,
must be rejected. 6 However, the sketchy account provided above of the alterations of
democratic spaces that displacements of issues bring with them makes it clear that the notion
of issue formation cannot be understood as a substitute for that of arrangements that realise
ideals. An account of public involvement in politics in terms of issue formation must grant
democratic procedures, subject definitions, and ideals as much importance as accounts of
political democracy from which the issues are absent. The former account instead differs from
the latter in that it never stops asking the question of how arrangements and ideals of
democracy enable or disable the articulation of issues and the organisation of a public for
these issues.
During issue displacements a lot more is displaced besides issues. In the process,
democratic procedures, subject definitions, and ideals are drawn upon as indispensable
resources for the enactment of public involvement in the affair. Considering this, we must
criticise Lippmann’s critique of strong democracy — even if this critique first raised the
question of the role of issues in involving publics in politics. Walter Lippmann was most
unforgiving in his attack on the modern ideal of popular sovereignty, arguing that no practice
could ever live up to this standard. He famously claimed that no one he knew, not even the
President of the United States, was capable of fulfilling the role that classic modern democratic
theory expects citizens to perform: to be knowledgeable about all the public affairs that
concern the political community of which one is a member, and to arrive at an authoritative
opinion about them on that basis. We do not have to accept Lippmann’s lethal assessment of
the ideal of democratic citizenship, and this not only because examples other than that of the
President of the United States could very well lead to a different conclusion. Having decided to
replace the brand of democratic realism that Lippmann adhered to with a different kind of
democratic realism, we may approach ideals differently. Our aim, then, is not in the first
instance to demonstrate the impossibility of realising democratic ideals, but instead to account
for public involvement in politics as a practical achievement. From this standpoint, the
6

Such a treatment of issues at a pretext for the enactment of democracy may be understood as in part
an artefact of the confusion between what can be called “socially assembled democracy” and “politically
assembled democracy.” In socially assembled democracy, the bonds of social community — the sharing of
a lifestyle and a habitat — demarcate the democratic community, and here public participation in opinionand decision-making can be understood as a good in itself. In this case, the performance of community is
also the enactment of what one has in common, a history, an aesthetic, a workplace, or a locale, et cetera,
something that enriches the experience of such commons. By contrast, in the case of politically assembled
democracy, not the bonds of social community but those of joint and antagonistic implication in affairs
involve actors in (democratic) political community. Here the enactment of democracy stands in the service
of the settlement of affairs; which means that it cannot be valued for its own sake. We should expect
socially and politically assembled democracies to fuse in practice, as the former may provide the resources
to engage in the latter, and the latter may provide an occasion to enact the former. However, when
theories of democracy fail to distinguish between the two, democracy is based in a social bond and
ascribed an intrinsic value, which then leads to a disregard of the constraints on the political assembling of
democracy.
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important question is how ideals are effectively evoked in practice. In characterising the ideal
of the sovereign citizenry as a mere “fantasy,” we then say, Lippmann did not sufficiently
appreciate that such ideals may be mobilised in practices of issue formation in such a way that
they acquire credibility, or a “presence” that is difficult to deny, thereby becoming endowed
with a kind of reality. In such cases, it is no more than an academic observation — “in the bad
sense of that fine word,” as Lippmann himself phrased it once — to point out that democratic
ideals are strictly speaking unattainable.
To return to the controversy over the Narmada dams, there is no lack of evidence that
could be appealed to in order to show that the grassroots subject that was organised during
this controversy is not the democratic subject that it appears to be. The supporters of the
struggle against the Narmada dams tend to represent the indigenous “adivasi” communities of
the hills as the main protagonist of this struggle, and frame the issues at stake in terms of
their right to “self-determination.” This representation of the subject of protest against the
dams could be criticised by pointing out that the adivasi communities are organised by urban
middle class intellectuals, who founded the Save Narmada Movement and without whom
protest against the dams would never have gotten off the ground. Moreover, rich farmers of
the plains in the greater Nimad region, who are well integrated in the Indian national economy,
are among the main funders of the movement.7 We could seek to deflate claims to “selfdetermination” by pointing out how during the controversy over the Narmada dams, the
concerns of the adivasi communities of the hills became more rather than less intertwined with
external interests. As the case against the Narmada dams was taken up by “global civil
society,” the adivasi villages in the hills were visited by activists, anthropologists, indigenous
rights lawyers, and journalists, and so their mode of existence became increasingly caught up
in activist undertakings, academic inquiries, and legal projects, et cetera. But the point is that
to unmask democratic subjects and demands for self-determination in this way is to fail to
consider how the ideal of popular sovereignty was enacted during the many protests against
the dams organised in and beyond the Narmada Valley. That, as Lippmann observes,
assumptions about “the natural legislator present in each man” have been refuted as an
explanation for the desire for self-rule by too many counter-examples of people gladly
absolving their right to participate in politics, only presses the question of how demands for
sovereignty then come about.
Thus, Lippmann was wrong to dismiss democratic ideals on the ground of the practical
impossibility of their implementation. But, as he developed a practice-oriented account of
public involvement in politics, his work invites us attend to the ways in which these ideals are
sometimes realised, albeit in a rather more “phantomic” capacity than is allowed by a strict
7

Amita Baviskar discusses the ways in which the ideal of indigenous struggle is complicated in practice, by
proliferating relations of interdependency between indigenous peoples, rural communities, and urban
intellectuals, among others. Importantly, she takes up these complications as an occasion to rethink Marxinspired concepts of the resisting subject, arguing against what she calls “the reification of the
grassroots.” Baviskar, In the Belly of the River, 221-228.
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interpretation of what the realisation of ideals entails. The question that then requires further
exploration is that of how ideals are effectively evoked during processes of issue formation,
and how this contributes to the quest for a settlement of affairs. A possible answer that
deserves to be considered is that claims to popular sovereignty are in part extricated from
issues. The question then is whether and how the evocation of this democratic ideal is
achieved through extraction of the passion for self-rule from tangles of intertwining
attachments that put one another at risk. Adopting Dewey’s proposition that publics mobilise
so as to ensure that issues are cared for, it furthermore becomes important to investigate
whether and how, from an active engagement with such tangles in which actors are caught up,
the capacity to take care may be derived. With respect to democratic procedures, the enabling
effects of their mobilisation during controversy deserve to be further explored as well, though
it is clear that such effects can be achieved in the enactment of controversy. In the case of
the displacement of climate change to the World Bank, the “multi-stakeholder consultation” of
the EIR and, in particular, the provision that it was to make “recommendations” to the World
Bank, were an important enabling condition for, and indeed, a central component of, the case
made for the adoption of this issue by the international financial institution. In accounting for
public involvement in terms of issue formation, the point is thus not to downplay the
importance of ideals and procedures, but, instead, to challenge the unfair treatment of issues
as excuses for the enactment of these ideals and procedures.8 Public involvement in politics,
we can say after Lippmann and Dewey, is occasioned by issues and dedicated to their
settlement. However, even as we reject the reduction of issues to mere means for the
realisation the true ends of political democracy, such as popular sovereignty, we must at the
same time refuse the idea that the solution of social, economic, humanitarian and
environmental problems is the final goal of democratic politics.
To affirm that public involvement in politics is dedicated to the settlement of affairs —
is that not to reduce political democracy to a “problem-solving” machine? It cannot be denied
that a politics that is primarily concerned with issues has come to be associated, over the
course of the 20 th century, with a managerial politics, in which the task to solve the nation’s —
or the world’s — problems overrides the demand to accommodate “people’s concerns.” Such a

8

That is also to say, an account of political democracy in terms of issue formation entails a particular
characterisation of the twin notions of the procedure and the substance of political democracy. In a sense,
to account for public involvement in politics in terms of issue formation is to adopt a substantive concept
of democracy. After all, such an account proposes that political democracy can only be made sense of, if
we take into account that at stake in its enactment are the attachments of actors to the entities that
make up their world. However, such “substantialism” does not entail a rejection of proceduralist
conceptions of democracy, because the mobilisation of procedures often decisively enables the
articulation of affairs. Neither can such procedures be defined in opposition to the substance of
democracy, as happens when democratic procedures are defined as neutral and as devoid of substantive
ideals of what constitutes a just settlement, and society. As the re-invention and enactment of procedures
are occasioned by the emergence of public affairs, procedure is not the opposite of substance, but its
“midwife.” Where procedural and a substantive understandings of democracy are opposed to one and
another, we say, they are complicit in the framing of democracy as an issue-less architecture. Here the key
question is presented to be that of whether democracy involves the realisation of substantive ideals of a
just society or not. But the question should instead be whether and how the re-invention of democratic
procedures and the mobilisation of ideals enable the articulation of public affairs.

148

politics of issues must then be contrasted with a popular politics, one that is sensitive to
people’s opinions, and acknowledges their susceptibility to mobilisation by “personalities,” and
their alleged lack of interest in most of the problems that governmental politics and policy are
concerned with.9 However, to uncritically accept these associations, I would say, is to
disregard some crucial features of public affairs, which I have sought to highlight here. A
distinguishing feature of issues that depend on public involvement in politics for their
settlement, I have argued, is that actors who do not belong to the same community are jointly
and antagonistically implicated in them. For this reason, a political engagement with these
issues cannot possibly be reduced to a managerial undertaking. In this case, the actors
involved cannot be expected to agree on a problem definition, let alone on a shared framework
for the “solution” of the issue. Not only is it very unlikely that actors who do not belong to the
same community speak the same language, but the ways in which they are caught up in the
affair are also radically at odds with one another. The attachments of these actors that are put
at risk in the affair mutually exclude one another. By contrast, “problem solving” in the
managerial mode precisely depends on the existence of some kind of agreement on problem
definitions and the framework for their solution, or at least on the possibility of keeping
disagreements about this quiet. Without this, management does not “move forward,”
something without which the objects of management are no longer managed, but are likely to
turn, precisely, into issues.
A second feature of public affairs, we have seen, is the inability of current institutions
to settle them: the possibility of their settlement depends on whether detours via the public
are undertaken. Only when such issues are opened up for involvement by institutional
outsiders, can adequate issue definitions be developed, required courses of action determined,
and an addressee identified that is capable of addressing the affair. This is a second reason
why a democratic politics that is occasioned by and dedicated to issues cannot be reduced to
“management.” The success of the latter mode of problem solving depends precisely on the
avoidance of detours via the public. From the standpoint of management, overt conflict among
divergent attachments that are intertwined in an affair, a conflict that the public-isation of
issues makes manifest, makes it impossible to “act.” In this respect, a democratic politics
concerned with the settlement of issues is completely different from managerial practices of
problem solving: in democratic politics, the solution of problems can, in the first instance,
precisely not be said to be the overriding goal. In the case of management, the solution to a
problem can be understood as the primary end, something that legitimates the exclusion of
“unworkable” articulations of the problem. By contrast, in the case of the settlement of public
9

Thus, a shift from party politics to personal politics has been observed in recent times. In discussions of
this shift, some authors, such as the British sociologist John Thompson, opt for a critical account, which
involves a continued commitment to the project of rationalising democratic politics. Others, such as the
Dutch sociologist Dick Pels, affirm the aesthetisation of politics that this shift brings with it. By contrast,
an issue-oriented (as opposed to an actor-oriented) approach to political democracy, invites us to explore
how “personal politics” brings with it a specific set of techniques for the articulation of issues, as well as
for their dis-articulation. See Thompson, Political Scandal and Pels, De geest van Pim.
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affairs, attempts to short-cut displacements of the issue to sites where the antagonism among
attachments can be made manifest must be persistently resisted. (When the recommendations
of the Extractive Industries Review were rejected as “unrealistic,” articulations of public affairs
were approached in the mode of management, resulting in out-of-place assessments of what
such articulations are meant to achieve. Thus, the Financial Times quoted Sir Mark MoodyStuart, the former chairman of Shell, as saying: "I consider the job of an adviser is to give
advice which might be adopted. Giving extreme advice which will be rejected is not doing your
job."

10

Once an issue has been adopted by a public, we enter into a different mode of realism

than the one Moody-Stuart here adheres to: not the realism of framing issues in ways of which
clients can be expected to approve, but the realism of attending to the issues at stake, to the
antagonistic attachments that they open up.)
Because the articulation of public affairs requires detours of public-isation, ”external”
considerations, claims, and ideals — “external” in the sense of not appearing directly relevant
to the solution of the problem at hand — should be expected to become caught up in this
process. Thus, the affirmation of the sovereignty of the adivasi communities of the hills, their
capacity to determine their own fate, could be said to be strictly speaking irrelevant to the
project of attenuating the social and environmental impacts of the Narmada dams — except
that, during the protests against the dams, this ideal turned out to be of vital importance to
the articulation of the issues at stake. Without the claim to self-determination, it would have
very difficult to specify in what sense exactly the dams constituted an inadmissible violation of
the ways of life of people in the Narmada Valley. In this respect, it should be expected that in
the process of the articulation of public affairs, hierarchies of ends are unsettled. Yes,
adequate arrangements for compensation and resettlement were two crucial issues at stake in
the controversy over the Narmada dams, but also important — or equally important, or more
important, this is a question that, precisely, was not supposed to be answered during the
controversy — was self-assertion by the people of the Narmada Valley, their realisation as
actors with the capacity to decide their own fate. To say that public involvement in politics is
occasioned by issues and dedicated to their settlement is then not to propose that solving
problems is the overarching goal of political democracy. It is instead to argue that we cannot
make sense of practices of public involvement if we do not attend to the ways in which the
articulation of issues and the attempt to find an addressee that can take care of them
constitute a crucial dimension of this process. To blot out the issues, and to characterise
political democracy as an arrangement that facilitates the realisation of democratic ideals like
popular sovereignty is to fail to do justice to what is at stake in the pursuit of democratic
politics. But it would be even more absurd to suggest that problem solving could replace the
realisation of classic, modern democratic ideals as the new end of democratic politics — that
would be to ignore the distinguishing features of public affairs. Public affairs are not
Corporate Watch, news clipping, “World: WB to Work on Oil, Gas and Mining Projects,” Financial Times,
February 26, 2004, http://www.corpwatch.org/news/PND.jsp?articleid=10129
10
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“problems,” which can be neatly separated from the multitude of concerns, claims and ideals
that are mobilised in their articulation. Instead, they open up trajectories in which such a
multitude of concerns, claims, and ideals turn out to be caught up in the issue. In this respect,
the opposition between issue politics and popular politics can only be maintained when an
unjustifiably reductive definition of issues is adopted — one that is limited to issues in their
managerial incarnation of “problems to be solved.”

5.5 Conclusion
If we attend to the ways in which issues involve publics in politics, then it does not make sense
to value arrangements of political democracy exclusively or principally because they realise
certain ideals. We must now continuously and persistently ask the question: when actors —
and issues — enter spaces of democratic politics, what entanglements of attachments are
they seeking to address? Sites of democratic politics have the great merit, I have argued, of
enabling the articulation of public affairs, of organising a public for these issues, thereby
opening them up for a settlement. Indeed, only when issues have been transported
successfully to such sites, can we appreciate them in their aspect of public affairs — as states
of affairs in which actors’ mutually exclusive attachments are intertwined, thereby putting one
another at risk. When issues are displaced away from sites hospitable to their articulation as
public affairs, the ways in which exclusive attachments are intertwined in affairs may easily be
lost from view. To appreciate sites of democratic politics in this way, is to propose that the
enactment of controversy at such sites is not to be valued for its own sake: the question to
be asked each time anew is whether a particular site, as part of a larger configuration of sites,
enables the articulation of public affairs. It also means that public participation in politics
should not be regarded as an ideal in itself. Instead, it is to the extent that actors are caught
up in the issues under scrutiny, and to the extent that sites of democratic politics enable their
explication, that it can be worthwhile for these actors to enter such sites — to engage in issue
formation, whereby they are forced to acknowledge the validity of attachments that exclude
their own. When sites of democratic politics do not facilitate the articulation of issues in which
actors are caught up, or even worse, when they contribute to their disarticulation, it is not a
matter of pathology when actors refuse to participate; they are right to stay away. 11
The intuition that says that a democratic deficit arise when politics is displaced
beyond the confines of established arrangements of political democracy, it can now be made
clear, is in part an artefact of the belief that such arrangements are to be valued for their own
sake. Certainly, this definition of the democratic deficit values architectures of political
11

To interpret low levels of public participation in politics as indicative of a democratic deficit is only
accurate in a very particular sense: low levels of participation suggest that issue definitions put forward in
the political process in some crucial respects do not pertinently mediate the concerns of the citizenry, of
which there are doubtless many. However, when a lack of participation is observed, full participation is
frequently assumed as the implicit or explicit ideal. This is unacceptable, insofar as issue definitions current
in established centres of politics here remain unquestioned, and are instead upheld as the implicit standard
of what everybody should be concerned with.
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democracy for their ability to constrain power. But it also entails the assumption that the
containment of politics within the edifice of democracy represents the ideal situation, in which
nothing is lacking. Such an approach, I have argued, disregards the task of the public, which is
to adopt affairs that established institutions of democratic politics precisely cannot — for the
moment — contain. The big scandal is not that existing institutions fail to contain the issues of
politics. As John Dewey has shown, in societies that are marked by innovation, it is only to be
expected that issues keep arising which challenge existing forms of political, and democratic,
organisation. The big scandal is the disarticulation of public affairs: the displacement of issues
away from sites hospitable to their definition, which thereby undo the work of specifying what
exactly is at issue, and cause publics that have organised around issues to disintegrate, leaving
behind a blur of inscrutable — un-, dis- and mis-articulated — concerns that are pursued
without consideration of the attachments with which they are intertwined in antagonistic
ways. Such a definition of the democratic deficit foregrounds the sad fate of issues, as a
decisive indicator that such deficits have arisen. However, it does not entail a wholesale
rejection of more customary definitions of democratic deficits, which place the exclusion of
democratic subjects, the violation of democratic procedures or insufficiencies of democratic
arrangements centre stage. These latter definitions must be criticised only insofar as they are
used to impose on practices the standard of a politics contained in democratic forms.
Appeals to democratic subjects, procedures, and arrangements are problematic, when
it is posited that they are the one and only legitimate host of politics without consideration of
the requirements of issue formation. Demands that such instances should contain the political
process, even when it is clear that the issues at stake and the concerns they raise precisely
cannot be contained by them, deserve to be put in their place. Also, an account of public
involvement in politics in terms of issue formation makes it clear that public affairs pose a
challenge to existing subject definitions, procedures, and arrangements, and compel their
modification. This challenge must be taken into account when democratic subjects,
procedures, and arrangements are upheld as a standard to judge political process by. But this
is not to say that appeals to such standards of democracy may not be absolutely crucial to
make the case that democratic deficits have arisen. Regarding allegations of the exclusiveness
of political processes, it is important to consider that public affairs implicate a set of actors
that does not map onto existing communities. In this respect, a major problem in addressing
such affairs is that established subject definitions may stand in the way of acknowledging the
full range and type of actors implicated in the affair. Exclusions of subjects who have a stake in
the affair under scrutiny from the political process may for this reason present a strong
indication that democratic deficits have arisen: the subject that is at a given point in time
recognised as the legitimate owner of the issue, then fails to cover the spectrum of actors
caught up in the affair, precluding consideration of the spectrum of joint and antagonistic
attachments that intertwine in the affair.
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With respect to violations of democratic procedure, I have emphasised that to open
up issues for public involvement requires a healthy dose of disrespect for procedural
obligations. However, once democratic spaces have been modified so as to facilitate the
articulation of a public affair, procedural constraints are among the prime instruments available
to prevent the disintegration of such spaces, and indeed, the disarticulation of the affair in
question. In this sense, the violation of democratic procedures may provide substantial
evidence that corrupting issue displacements are being undertaken, and that a democratic
deficit has arisen. Lastly, with regard to underlying arrangements of democracy, the intricate,
vast, and richly layered provisions that we call by that name, ranging from independent media
to election infrastructures, help constitute what I have referred to as “sites hospitable to the
articulation of public affairs.” In this respect, their corruption is obviously likely to bring with it
great problems for political democracy. However, once we approach public involvement in
politics as a practice of issue formation, we must recognise that democratic arrangements are
subject to the constraints of issue formation as much as any other phenomenon. When
persistent flaws in such arrangements are observed (vote-rigging, biased reporting), aspects
of these arrangements themselves come to qualify as issues requiring public involvement. That
is to say, from the standpoint of an account of political democracy in terms of issue formation,
the crucial importance of underlying arrangements for the enactment of democracy does not
warrant a strict conceptual separation between the underlying structures of democracy and
the more ephemeral issues whose processing they are supposed to facilitate. There is no
reason to assume that, when existing institutions fail to ensure that democratic arrangements
are in place, these complications would require a different course of action than issues
associated with flawed social, economic, environmental, et cetera, arrangements.12 To
articulate such democratic deficits requires their articulation as public affairs.
Rather than making the argument that a particular arrangement realises democratic
ideals more adequately than others, I have proposed to attend to the ways in which issues are
displaced among sites of (democratic) politics, thereby modifying democratic spaces. Instead
of drawing a plan of the edifice of political democracy, I have tried to build up a picture of
what happens in settings of democratic politics out of elements that differ from those that
such plans tend to be made up of. Instead of determining the attributes of democratic
12

When democratic deficits are situated on the “level” of democratic arrangements, this may result in the
(re-)definition of problems of democracy as structural in nature. A related temptation is to translate the
resistances of issues to settlement in current institutional arrangements, into a problem with the existing
institutions of democratic government, where the principal question then becomes that of how to reengineer these institutions. To address democratic deficits is then to act on the structure of democracy,
after which the issues will surely be taken care of. The assumption of asymmetry between the base and
the surface of democracy, and that of the reducibility of the former to the latter, are deeply problematic,
when we understand political democracy as a practice of issue formation. From this standpoint, the
relevant distinction is that between the reliance on routines and the articulation of some routines as
matters of public concern, i.e. the de-routinisation of routines. This distinction does not map onto that
between structural arrangements and ephemeral issues. The latter distinction makes room for special
treatment of problems with underlying arrangements: they require an structural intervention, which is then
limited to the few (institutional) agencies capable of this. According to the former, no routine, no matter
how deeply rooted it is, is exempted from the requirements of issue formation, if it turns into a problem.
Marres, "Tracing the trajectories of issues, and their democratic deficits, on the Web," 128-136.
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subjects, and formulating the principles and rules that should frame and guide their
engagement in democratic process, I have described issue displacements. Adding the
dimension of issue formation to those of the performance of subjectivity and the enactment
of procedure does not imply that any elements are subtracted from recipes for successful
enactments of political democracy. Indeed it is now clear that issues only take on the full
aspect of a public affair, when in their articulation many other elements are drawn upon:
definitions of what constitutes a democratic subject, procedures for the proper processing of
controversy, arrangements for their enactment, and ideals that allow actors to substantiate
the demand that they have the inalienable right to determine their own fate, et cetera.
However, once we consider the role of issues, it is no longer possible to make sense of the
success and failure of enactments of political democracy, without taking into account how
they enable or disable the articulation and settlement of public affairs. Certainly, when an issue
becomes the object of democratic politics, it may not always be clear whether the evocation
of democratic ideals enables the articulation of the affair, or vice versa. Such fusion of ends
can be taken as a feature of those rare occasions on which an issue has become the object of
public involvement in the rich sense of that phrase. However, when, in describing such events,
the issues are erased from the picture, and political democracy is said to be about the
realisation of ideals of self-rule, popular sovereignty and the like, it becomes impossible to
appreciate what involves publics in politics. As long as we disregard how their involvement is
occasioned by issues and dedicated to their settlement, accounts of the success and failure of
political democracy fail to capture what is at stake in its enactment. Public involvement in
politics derives its value from the issues for which it alone can ensure a settlement.
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Appendix: Issue network location on the Web

The Extractive Industries Review network presented in Figure 1 was located on the Web with
the aid of Issue Crawler on February 24, 2004, with these three NGO Web pages discussing
the Extractive Industries Review serving as starting points :

Greenpeace International
www.greenpeace.org/international_en/news/details?i
tem_id=415878
Friends of the Earth International

http://www.foei.org/cyberaction/eir.php

Extractive Industries Review
http://www.eireview.org/eir/eirhome.nsf/englishmain
page/about?Opendocument

The climate change networks shown in Figure 2 were located by a variety of techniques,
though following roughly the same method. The network of December 1998 was located
manually, by recording the outgoing hyperlinks from the link pages of (the climate changesections of) three Web sites: those of Friends of the Earth Britain, the UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change and Royal Dutch/Shell. A basic co-link analysis then resulted in
the demarcation of a network: only those pages that received a minimum of two links from the
wider pool were granted a place in the network. The network of June 2001 was found using a
piece of software called Netlocator, the predecessor to Issue Crawler. (Netlocator, too, is a
crawler plus co-link analysis module and can be used to demarcate networks on the Web —
however, it does not document the interlinkings between actors in the network.) The climate
change sections of the Web sites of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change,
Friends of the Earth and the PEW Center on Global Climate Change, served as starting points.
The last network presented in Figure 2 was located on February 16, 2004 with the aid of Issue
Crawler, with these pages serving as starting points:

European Union
http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/climat/links
.htm
UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change

http://unfccc.int/resource/igo/igo.html
http://unfccc.int/resource/ngo/ngo.html

Friends of the Earth Europe

http://www.foeeurope.org/links/links.htm

Friends of the Earth Netherlands

http://www.milieudefensie.nl/klimaat/links.htm
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PEW Center of Global Climate Change

http://www.pewclimate.org/global-warmingbasics/online_resources

Rising Tide Coalition for Climate Justice

http://www.risingtide.nl/links.html

U.S. Department of State

http://www.state.gov/g/oes/climate/rl/

(The repeated location of climate change networks first suggested to me that a notion of
displacement is indispensable to an account of controversies on the Web. Returning to these
networks after 1998, Web pages that had previously served as starting points were no longer
available or relevant, as when, in 2001, the climate change section of the Shell Web site no
longer featured a link list. Previously, this site had been the most “outgoing” of corporate
climate change sites, in terms of acknowledging other actors’ positions in the controversy. In
2001, the PEW Center had set up a climate change Web site, which now appeared as the most
important representative of industry on this issue, featuring a long list of corporate partners
and climate change reports.)

The larger Extractive Industries Review network presented in Figure 3 was located on the Web
with the aid of Issue Crawler on April 7, 2004 — I used the following Web pages as starting
points:

Bank Information Center
http://www.bicusa.org/bicusa/issues/energy_and_ex
tractive_industries/index.php
CEE Bankwatch Network

http://www.bankwatch.org/issues/wbimf/eir/meir.html

Extractive Industries Review
http://www.eireview.org/eir/eirhome.nsf/englishmain
page/about?Opendocument
Extractive Industries Review
“civil society” Web site

http://eireview.info

Friends of the Earth International

http://www.foei.org/ifi/links.html

Friends of the Earth Netherlands

http://www.milieudefensie.nl/globalisering/IFIs.htm

International Finance Corporation
( World Bank Group)

http://www.ifc.org/enviro/EnvSoc/index.html

Oil, Gas, Mining and Chemicals
Division (World Bank Group)

http://www.worldbank.org/ogmc

Sustainable Energy and Environment
Network

http://www.seen.org

World Resources Institute

http://www.wri.org/climate/
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Summary

This dissertation finds its point of departure in a particular problem: familiar definitions of the
democratic deficit become unsettled in the context of what in recent political and social theory
has been called “the displacement of politics.” In this context, politics continuously shifts among
various locations, many of which lie beyond the reach of established democratic arrangements.
The displacement of decision-making from national governments to intergovernmental
institutions, and the displacement of protest from local and national grassroots organisations to
global advocacy networks, are two examples. Especially since the 1990s, it has frequently been
observed that such displacements of politics bring with them democratic deficits: when politics is
pursued beyond the confines of existing (national) democratic institutions, then it is no longer
effectively constrained by mechanisms that could ensure its legitimacy and accountability.
However, I argue here, the displacement of politics not only gives rise to democratic deficits, it
also compels us to reconsider what counts as a democratic deficit.
Taking up recent theories of global democracy (Habermas, Held), I argue that their
proposal that the sites of democratic politics must be considered multiple, after the rise of
transnational political institutions, must be radicalised. The locations in which political democracy
is enacted are not just multiple; they are also partial and contested. And so are the subjects and
forms of democratic politics. When politics becomes displaced, no singular (democratic) forum,
no singular (democratic) procedure, and no singular definition of the (democratic) subject, can
contain politics. This also means that claims that a democratic deficit has occurred in a specific
case — i.e. the claim that politics is unrightfully displaced away from a given site, that a given
democratic procedure is violated, or that a specific subject is excluded from politics — are
intrinsically contested in this context. It is in this sense that familiar definitions of democratic
deficits come under pressure after politics has been displaced. This is a concrete problem, in the
sense that under these circumstances it is hard to sustain and render effective claims that a
democratic deficit has occurred. At the same time, a further aspect of the failure to enact
political democracy now comes into view: the sad fate of the issues at stake in (democratic)
politics. Could we say that democratic deficits occur when issues aren’t appropriately dealt with?
Could issues serve as a guideline in determining when and where such deficits are occurring?
To explore this possibility, I turn to a famous debate of political theory in the second
chapter: the debate between the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey and the journalist Walter
Lippmann, which took place in the United States in the 1920s. In several books published over
the course of the decade, these thinkers discussed the fate of democracy in the society of their
day, which was marked by a media revolution (the rise of broadcast radio, a daily press for the
masses, and cinema), and by the complexification of politics during and after the First World War.
According to Lippmann and Dewey, the rise of what they called the “Great Society” invited a
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reconceptualisation of political democracy. The circumstances described by Lippmann and Dewey
resemble our present situation to a substantial degree (where Lippmann and Dewey say “radio”
we can say “Web,” where they speak about “the Great Society” we can refer to “globalisation”).
Moreover, the conceptions of democratic politics developed by these authors attribute an
important role to issues in the enactment of democratic politics: public involvement in politics,
according to them, is occasioned by issues and dedicated to their settlement. Their work can
accordingly help us to develop a definition of the democratic deficit that takes into account the
fate of issues. This interpretation of the Lippmann-Dewey debate, however, differs from many
other accounts of the debate, which tend to represent it as a dispute between an advocate of
the technocratic mode of government and a proponent of participatory democracy. While this
reading is not altogether wrong, it downplays certain striking similarities between the arguments
put forward by Lippmann and Dewey, and glosses over an important innovation that they have in
common. Instead of assuming that the complexity of political affairs in the 20 th century threatens
to make democracy impossible, Lippmann as well as Dewey argued that the emergence of
complex issues actually enables public involvement in politics.
Lippmann and Dewey conceived of democratic politics as a particular practice of issue
formation. Lippmann proposed that the space for public involvement in politics is opened up by
the emergence of an issue — whereby he defined issues as problems that prove resistant to a
settlement within existing institutions. Dewey concurred with Lippmann’s point, but extended it,
arguing that the actors who organise into a public around an affair do so to the extent that they
are implicated in the issue at stake. According to Dewey, a public consists of actors who are
affected by an issue that is not adequately dealt with in existing institutions. Both Lippmann and
Dewey argued that publics become involved in politics in order to compel institutions to provide a
settlement for these issues. Their approach is particularly useful, I propose, to account for
political democracy and its failures in the context of the displacement of politics. For Lippmann
and Dewey, it is precisely when existing institutional forms don’t provide an adequate framework
for the settlement of issues that publics must become involved. They thus provide an account of
democratic politics that positively appreciates the failure to contain politics in available
democratic procedures and subject definitions. Still, the arguments developed by Lippmann and
Dewey must be updated, if we are to arrive at a definition of democratic deficits that is adequate
for our purposes. They assumed the nation-state as the self-evident framework for (democratic)
politics. But after the displacement of politics it must be acknowledged that the potential
institutional addressees of issues are multiple. Moreover, Lippmann and Dewey did not explicitly
conceptualise the organisation of the public as a process that is extended in time as well as in
space. However, before further elaborating the account of public involvement in politics in terms
of issue formation that was first developed by the early 20 th century pragmatists, I first explore a
number of obstacles that lie in the way of such an account, in chapter 3. I do this this by
returning to theories of “agenda setting” that were developed in political science during the
1960s and 1970s — theories that proposed that a politics organised around issues may easily
undermine democracy.
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When issue formation was recognised as an important dimension of democratic political
process in the 1960s and 70s, this observation led to the conclusion that these processes are a
lot less democratic than many people liked to assume. Authors like E.E. Schattschneider, Steven
Lukes and Hugh Heclo each in their own way developed the argument that issue politics inevitably
undermines democracy. The politics of issue formation, according to these authors, is driven by
particular as opposed to common interests, it is oriented towards policy-making rather than to
the general public, and it often takes the form of power struggle among factions. These
arguments put a substantial burden of proof on advocates of issue-oriented forms of democratic
politics, of which there are more and more today. For instance, some current work on global
democracy proposes that issues should serve to demarcate democratic communities: those who
are affected by (transnational) issues have the right to participate in decision-making about them
in (transnational) institutions. The proposition of the agenda-setting theorists that issue politics
is incompatible with ideals of strong democracy should in this respect be taken as a stringent
invitation to explicate how democracy can be conceived of as a process of issue formation —
advocates of global democratic politics, however, tend to define democracy instead in the issueless terms of popular sovereignty or inclusive debate. At the same time, the arguments
developed by the agenda-setting theorists can, paradoxically, be taken as evidence of the
breakdown of issue-less conceptions of political democracy — which occurs once politics is
approached pragmatically. In arguing that issue politics is an undemocratic politics, the agendasetting theorists describe a political practice, but they define democracy as an ideal arrangement.
Moreover, according to them, issues play no notable role in the organisation of publics. I argue
that we must be more symmetrical and more realist in our approach than the agenda setting
theorists and define public involvement in politics, just as politics itself, to be a practical
achievement.
Once we do so, the constitutive role of issue formation in the involvement of publics in
politics can be made clear. Such involvement can now be understood as the result of extended
processes of issue formation. That is, the organisation of publics around issues must be
understood as a laborious process, in which the “general public” arrives relatively late. The
formulation of a “common interest,” too, must be understood as the outcome of a lengthy
process of the articulation of concerns raised by the issues in question. Undertaking such a
reconceptualisation of political democracy does not mean that the agenda-setting theorists’
critiques of issue politics have been refuted — their criticisms that a politics of issue formation
excludes the general public, that it is dominated by special interests, and that issues are the
instruments of power struggles. To the contrary. But these criticisms must now be justified on
different grounds than those derived from a conception of democracy as a static, formal, issueless arrangement. Rather than criticising political practices on the basis of such a rigid ideal, it
makes much more sense to focus on the qualities of trajectories of issue formation. Drawing on
E.E. Schattschneider, I make a distinction between trajectories of issue formation along which
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issues come to be defined as public affairs, and trajectories along which such definitions are
unmade. Chapter 4 draws on this distinction to further elaborate the pragmatist propositions that
democratic politics can be understood as a practice of issue formation. There I turn to the World
Wide Web to explore how a contemporary controversy enacted in this medium can be accounted
for by describing the trajectories of the “public-isation” and “privatisation” of issues, as they are
documented in this medium.
The fourth chapter develops an account of public involvement in politics in terms of issue
formation — which takes into account the constraints on its enactment in the context of the
displacement of politics. The World Wide Web provides an appropriate research site, because
controversies are rendered traceable in this medium: Web sites of organisations involved in the
dispute make available the documents which in part make up the controversy. These sites
actively organise this information, forming “issue networks,” thereby disclosing the controversy
for those not directly involved. The Web in this respect stands out as a particular technique for
the “public-isation” of issues. I derive the conceptual and methodological tools to account for
controversy on the Web in these terms from actor-network theory (ANT). Indeed, authors in this
field (Latour, Callon) have begun to develop issue-oriented accounts of democracy. These
authors have recently conceptualised democratic process as dedicated to the articulation of
issues and their accommodation in society. However, I argue that actor-network theorists have as
yet not made it fully clear why a politics dedicated to issue formation could and should be a

democratic politics — which is one of the principal questions of this thesis. But studies of public
involvement in politics that are informed by ANT can certainly help us: they suggest that public
involvement in politics may be described as a particular practice of the displacement of issues. I
then explore how public involvement can be accounted for in this way, by describing a particular
controversy that developed on the Web in the first half in 2004: the dispute around the
Extractive Industries Review (EIR), a “multi-stakeholder consultation” that was commissioned by
the World Bank in 2000 to evaluate fossil fuel projects funded by this institution.
Focusing on a specific event, namely the insertion of the issue of climate change into the
EIR controversy on the Web, I argue that this occurrence can be understood as an attempt at
public involvement in politics. Here an issue that current institutions are failing to settle was
displaced to a new addressee for the affair (the World Bank) — by way of a detour of “publicisation.” The displacement of climate change to the World Bank as it was enacted on the Web
opened up this issue for support by relative outsiders, and in this way transported the issue
towards an instance that is equipped to act upon the issue. Such public-ising displacements of
issues must be distinguished from privatising issue displacements, by which issues are closed
down for intervention by outsiders and removed to inaccessible locations. Such an account of
public controversy suggests that democratic deficits can be defined in terms of deficient issue
displacements. But before further exploring this definition in the last chapter, I conclude from my
account of the EIR controversy on the Web that our definition of “issue” must be modified.
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Dewey had defined issues as problems that actors are commonly implicated in. But the ways in
which, in the case of the EIR controversy, attempts at the public-isation of issues were countered
by attempts at their privatisation suggests that actors are not only jointly but also
antagonistically implicated in issues. Issues, we then say, are made up of associations that are
intertwined but at the same time threaten to mutually exclude one another.
Chapter 5 develops a definition of democratic deficits as they occur in the context of the
displacement of politics, and explores some of the consequences for the conception of political
democracy of recognising the role of issues in its enactment. First of all, it is now clear that the
displacement of politics away from established forums of democratic politics in itself should not
be criticised from the standpoint of democracy. The enactment of political democracy itself is
likely to require such displacements: to perform public involvement in politics is to shift an issue
away from existing institutions that fail to provide a settlement for it, towards addressees that
are equipped to take care of it. It also follows that the democratic deficit cannot be exhaustively
defined by positing an ideal architecture of democracy, a stable set of principles and rules that
political practices should respect. The account of controversy in terms of a series of contending
displacements of issues, presented in the previous chapter, made it clear that controversy is
likely to involve contestation over the question of which forum is to host the articulation of
issues. That is, the organisation of the democratic space in which controversy is to be enacted is
itself at stake in any controversy. Contending issue displacements contest the type of
democratic arrangement in which the issues in question are to be addressed. We then say that
spaces of democracy are modified as a consequence of issue displacements. When affairs are
shifted from one location to the next, shifts are also likely to be produced in the configuration of
rules, ideals, routines, actors, and claims, et cetera, which constrain the enactment of
(democratic) politics. Indeed, such modifications of democratic arrangements are what in part
enables the articulation of public affairs, and perhaps, their settlement. Democratic deficits
should then be defined in terms of the corruption of trajectories of issue formation: they occur
when issue displacements are undertaken which disable the articulation of public affairs and
contribute to the disintegration of democratic spaces.
To account for democratic deficits in this way is to resist the assumption that political
democracy can be defined as an issue-less arrangement. Indeed, I criticise the treatment of issues
in democratic theory as excuses to enact democratic politics, as pretexts for the performance of
democratic ideals in which issues do not really figure. However, we should be equally critical of the
tendency to assume that the settlement of issues is the end in itself of democratic politics, which
would reduce democracy to a “problem-solving machine.” Problem solving cannot be the
undisputed goal of democratic politics, because issues precisely involve contestation over what
the goals might be. Democratic politics is concerned with issues that require the organisation of a
public, and the modification of democratic spaces, if they are to be addressed. Accordingly, all
sorts of ideals, procedures, claims, and desires that may appear external to the problem at hand
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are drawn upon in the process of issue formation — to the point that it is unclear whether the
public organises itself by virtue of the emergence of an issue, or whether the issue can be
articulated because a public has configured itself. This indeed is a feature of successful
enactments of political democracy: here issues serve as occasions for public involvement in
politics.
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Nederlandse samenvat ting

Dit proefschrift vertrekt vanuit een bepaald probleem: bekende definities van het democratisch
tekort komen onder druk te staan in de context van wat in de recente politieke en sociale theorie
wordt aangeduid als “de verplaatsing van de politiek.” Onder deze omstandigheden verschuift de
politiek continu van de ene locatie naar de andere — waarbij veel van deze locaties zich buiten het
bereik van gevestigde democratische arrangementen bevinden. Twee duidelijke recente
voorbeelden van deze tendens zijn de verschuiving van besluitvorming van nationale overheden
naar intergouvernementele instellingen, en de verschuiving van protest van lokale en nationale
sociale bewegingen naar mondiale netwerken van niet-gouvernementele organisaties. Vooral sinds
de jaren negentig van de vorige eeuw is veelvuldig opgemerkt dat dit soort verplaatsingen van de
politiek democratisch tekorten met zich mee brengen: als politiek bedreven wordt buiten de
invloedssfeer van bestaande (nationale) democratische instellingen, dan wordt politiek niet meer in
het gareel gehouden door mechanismen van legitimatie en verantwoording. In dit proefschrift stel
ik echter dat de verplaatsing van de politiek niet alleen democratische tekorten met zich mee
brengt; in deze context moeten gangbare definities van het democratisch tekort worden herzien.
Recente theorieën over mondiale democratie stellen dat de locaties van democratische
politiek vandaag de dag als meervoudig opgevat moeten worden. Deze stelling moet worden
geradicaliseerd. Democratische fora moeten in het licht van de verplaatsing van de politiek niet
alleen als meervoudig gezien worden, zij moeten eveneens begrepen worden als “partieel” en
betwistbaar. Hetzelfde geldt voor de subjecten en vormen (procedures) van democratische
politiek. In de context van de verplaatsing van de politiek wordt duidelijk dat geen enkelvoudig
(democratisch) forum, geen enkelvoudige (democratische) procedure en geen enkelvoudige
definitie van het (democratisch) subject de politiek kan bevatten. Dit betekent dat claims dat er in
een specifiek geval sprake is van een democratisch tekort — bijv. dat de politiek een bepaalde
locatie onterecht verlaten heeft, dat de regels van een bepaalde democratische procedure
overtreden zijn, of dat een bepaald subject van het politieke proces uitgesloten is — intrinsiek
betwistbaar worden in deze context. In deze zin komen bekende definities van het democratisch
tekort onder druk te staan als gevolg van de verplaatsing van de politiek. Dit is een concreet
probleem, omdat het onder deze omstandigheden moeilijk wordt om op een overtuigende en
effectieve manier voor het bestaan van een democratisch tekort te pleiten. Maar op hetzelfde
moment verschijnt er nu een aspect in beeld van het falen van de politieke democratie dat eerder
niet duidelijk zichtbaar was: het verdrietige lot van de kwesties die in (democratische) politiek op
het spel staan. Zouden we kunnen zeggen dat democratische tekorten optreden wanneer kwesties
niet op een adequate manier worden aangepakt? Zouden kwesties kunnen dienen als een leidraad
in het beantwoorden van de vraag waar en wanneer zich democratische tekorten voordoen?
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Om deze mogelijkheid te verkennen, bespreek ik in het tweede hoofdstuk een beroemd
debat uit de politieke theorie: het debat tussen de pragmatische filosoof John Dewey en de
journalist Walter Lippmann. Deze uitwisseling, die plaats vond in de Verenigde Staten in de jaren
twintig van de vorige eeuw, had als onderwerp het lot van de democratie in de samenleving van die
tijd — een samenleving die gekenmerkt werd door een media revolutie (de opkomst van de radio,
de dagbladpers voor de massa, en de bioscoop) en door complexificering van de politiek tijdens en
na de Eerste Wereldoorlog, onder andere. Lippmann en Dewey stelden dat de opkomst van wat zij
de “Great Society” noemden uitnodigde tot een herconceptualisering van de politieke democratie.
De omstandigheden die Lippmann en Dewey beschrijven lijken verbazend veel op onze actuele
situatie (als Lippmann en Dewey het over de “radio” hebben, kunnen wij het hebben over het
“Web”, waar zij schrijven “Great Society,” kunnen wij verwijzen naar de “mondialisering”). De
concepties van democratische politiek die deze auteurs ontwikkelden kennen kwesties bovendien
een belangrijke rol toe in democratische politiek: volgens hen zijn issues de aanleiding voor het
betrekken van het publiek in de politiek, en staat democratische politiek in het teken van het
vinden van een regeling voor deze kwesties. Hun werk kan ons dus helpen om een definitie van het
democratisch tekort te ontwikkelen die het lot van kwesties in beschouwing neemt. Deze
interpretatie van het Lippmann-Dewey debat wijkt echter af van veel andere interpretaties ervan.
Die stellen dit debat veelal voor als een geschil tussen een voorstander van technocratisch bestuur
(Lippmann) en een aanhanger van participatieve democratie (Dewey). Hoewel zo’n lezing van dit
debat niet helemaal verkeerd is, heeft deze wel als effect dat een aantal treffende
overeenkomsten tussen de argumenten van Lippmann en Dewey onderbelicht blijven. Bovendien
wordt dan een belangrijke ontdekking die zij hebben gedaan over het hoofd gezien. In plaats van
ervan uit te gaan dat de complexiteit van politieke kwesties in de 20ste eeuw democratie
onmogelijk dreigt te maken, stelden Lippmann en Dewey dat zulke kwesties juist een gelegenheid
bieden voor publieke betrokkenheid in politiek.
Lippmann en Dewey vatten democratische politiek op als een bepaalde praktijk van issue
formatie. Lippmann stelde dat de ruimte voor publieke betrokkenheid in politiek opengelegd wordt
door de opkomst van een kwestie – waarbij hij een kwestie definieerde als een probleem dat
bestaande instituties niet in staat zijn op te lossen. Dewey nam dit punt over van Lippmann, maar
voegde eraan toe dat actoren zich als een publiek organiseren voor zover het issue hen zelf raakt.
Volgens hem bestaat het publiek uit actoren die betrokken zijn in een kwestie waarvoor bestaande
instituties geen regeling weten te treffen. Zowel Lippmann als Dewey stelde dat het publiek zich
met politiek bezig houdt voor zover het daarmee instituties kan dwingen om kwesties aan te
pakken. Hun benadering kan bijdragen aan de oplossing van het conceptuele probleem dat de
definitie van het democratisch tekort in de context van de verplaatsing van de politiek is
geworden. Volgens Lippmann en Dewey raakt het publiek betrokken in de politiek op het moment
dat bestaande institutionele vormen geen adequaat kader bieden voor het treffen van een regeling
voor kwesties. Zij geven zo een beschrijving van democratische politiek die de onmogelijkheid om
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politiek in bestaande democratische procedures en subject definities te vatten positief waardeert.
Maar de argumenten van Lippmann en Dewey moeten ge-update-d worden, als we op een definitie
van het democratisch tekort willen uitkomen die voldoet aan onze eisen. Zo gingen Lippmann en
Dewey uit van de natie-staat als vanzelfsprekend kader voor (democratische) politiek. Na de
verplaatsing van de politiek moet echter erkend worden dat de potentiële institutionele
bestemmingen van kwesties meervoudig zijn. Lippmann en Dewey beschreven de organisatie van
het publiek bovendien niet nadrukkelijk als een proces dat zich uitstrekt in de ruimte en in de tijd.
Maar voor ik de conceptie van democratische politiek in termen van issue formatie verder verken,
bespreek ik eerst, in het derde hoofdstuk, een aantal obstakels die deze benadering op haar weg
vindt. Ik doe dit door terug te keren naar de theorieën van “agendavorming” die in de jaren zestig
en zeventig van de vorige eeuw ontwikkeld werden in de politieke wetenschap: deze theorieën
stelden dat een politiek georganiseerd rond kwesties de democratie gemakkelijk kan ondermijnen.
Toen issue formatie erkend werd als een belangrijke dimensie van democratische politiek,
in de jaren zestig en zeventig, leidde deze observatie tot de conclusie dat de politieke processen in
kwestie veel minder democratisch waren dan men graag aannam. Auteurs als E.E. Schattschneider,
Steven Lukes en Hugh Heclo ontwikkelde elk op hun eigen manier het argument dat issue politiek
de democratie kan ondermijnen. Volgens deze auteurs wordt de politiek van issue formatie
aangedreven door particuliere in plaats van gedeelde belangen, is ze vooral gericht op het beleid
en niet zozeer op het publiek, en neemt zij vaak de vorm aan van machtsstrijd tussen facties. Deze
stellingen leggen een zware bewijslast neer bij de voorstanders van een rond issues georganiseerde
democratische politiek — waarvan er vandaag de dag een flink aantal rondlopen. Recent onderzoek
naar mondiale democratie, bijvoorbeeld, stelt dat issues kunnen dienen om de democratische
gemeenschap af te bakenen: zij die door (transnationale) kwesties getroffen worden hebben het
recht om deel te nemen in de besluitvorming over deze kwesties in (transnationale) instellingen.
De stelling van de theoretici van de “agendavorming,” dat issue politiek niet verenigbaar is met
idealen van sterke democratie, zou in dit opzicht opgevat moeten worden als een dwingende
uitnodiging om duidelijk te maken hoe democratie dan wel als een proces van issue formatie
begrepen kan worden. Paradoxaal genoeg kunnen de argumenten van de theoretici van de
“agendavorming” tegelijkertijd opgevat worden als bewijs voor de onhoudbaarheid van concepties
van politieke democratie waarin issues nauwelijks een rol spelen. In hun argumenten dat issue
politiek de democratie dreigt te ondermijnen beschrijven ze politiek als een praktijk. Democratie
definiëren ze echter als een ideaal arrangement. Bovendien spelen kwesties volgens hen geen
noemenswaardige rol in het organiseren van het publiek. Ik stel dat onze benadering realistischer
en symmetrischer moet zijn dan die van de theoretici van de “agendavorming,” en dat we publieke
betrokkenheid in politiek, net als de politiek zelf, moeten beschouwen als een praktische prestatie.
Dan kan duidelijk gemaakt worden dat kwesties een constitutieve rol spelen in politieke
democratie. Publieke betrokkenheid in politiek kan nu begrepen worden als de uitkomst van een
uitgebreid proces van issue formatie. De organisatie van een publiek rond een kwestie moet
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opgevat worden als een arbeidsintensieve onderneming, waarbij het “algemene publiek” pas in een
relatief laat stadium verschijnt. Het formuleren van een “gedeeld belang” moet al net zozeer
gezien worden als de uitkomst van een langdurig proces van articulatie. Door voor deze benadering
van politieke democratie te kiezen is de kritiek van de theoretici van de “agendavorming” op issue
politiek echter allerminst verworpen. Integendeel. Maar claims dat bepaalde vormen van issue
politiek het algemeen belang niet dienen, het bredere publiek van deelname uitsluiten, en beheerst
worden door deelbelangen, moeten nu op andere gronden gerechtvaardigd worden, dan op die van
een definitie van democratie als een formeel en statisch arrangement. In plaats van politieke
praktijken te bekritiseren op basis van zo’n rigide ideaal, zo stel ik voor, kunnen we onze kritische
blik beter richten op trajecten van issue formatie, in navolging van E.E. Schattschneider. We
kunnen dan een onderscheid maken tussen trajecten waarlangs kwesties gedefinieerd worden als
publieke zaken en trajecten waarlang zulke definities ongedaan gemaakt worden. Hoofdstuk 4
werkt dit onderscheid verder uit. Daar wend ik me tot het World Wide Web om een controverse te
beschrijven in termen van de trajecten van de “publicatie” en “privatisering” van de issues die in
deze controverse op het spel staan — trajecten die in dit medium bijzonder goed te traceren zijn.
Het vierde hoofdstuk ontwikkelt de conceptie van politieke democratie als een proces van
issue formatie verder, om haar geschikt te maken voor de context van de verplaatsing van de
politiek. Het World Wide Web geldt in dit opzicht als een toepasselijk onderzoeksterrein. In dit
medium worden controversies traceerbaar gemaakt: de websites van organisaties die in
controverses betrokken zijn maken in veel gevallen documenten beschikbaar, die in het geschil een
hoofdrol spelen. Zij ordenen deze informatie, ondermeer door “issue netwerken” te vormen —
waardoor zij de controverse ontsluiten voor relatieve buitenstaanders. Het Web kan in dit opzicht
gezien worden als een specifieke technologie voor het “publiceren” van kwesties. De conceptuele
en methodologische instrumenten voor een beschrijving van controverses op het Web in deze
termen ontleen ik aan de actor-netwerk theorie (ANT). Sommige actor-netwerk theoretici (Latour,
Callon) hebben concepties van democratie ontwikkeld die aan issues een hoofdrol toekennen, in
zekere zin. Zij maken echter niet duidelijk waarom een politiek die in het teken staat van issue
formatie een democratische politiek zou moeten zijn – wat een van de centrale vragen van dit
proefschrift is. Maar recent onderzoek naar publieke participatie in politieke controverses dat
gebruik maakt van ANT kunnen ons beslist verder helpen: het doet de suggestie dat
democratische politiek beschreven kan worden als een specifieke praktijk van het verplaatsen van
kwesties. Ik verken deze mogelijkheid door een bepaalde controverse te beschrijven, die zich in de
eerste helft van 2004 op het Web afspeelde: het geschil rond de “Extractive Industries Review”
(EIR). Dit is een “multi-stakeholder consultatie” waartoe de Wereldbank in 2000 opdracht gaf, om
het beleid van deze institutie op het gebied van fossiele brandstoffen te evalueren.
Mijn beschrijving van de EIR controverse op het Web richt zich op een specifieke
gebeurtenis: de introductie van de kwestie van klimaatverandering in deze controverse. Ik stel voor
dat deze gebeurtenis opgevat kan worden als een poging om het publiek in de politiek te
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betrekken. Een kwestie waarvoor bestaande instituties geen regeling weten te treffen werd hier
verplaatst naar een nieuw institutioneel adres voor de kwestie — via een omweg van het
“publiceren” van de kwestie. Met de verplaatsing van klimaatverandering naar de Wereldbank op
het Web werd deze kwestie opengelegd voor inmenging door relatieve buitenstaanders. Dankzij
deze “omweg via het publiek” kon de kwestie afgeleverd worden bij een instantie die over de
middelen beschikt om haar aan te pakken (de Wereldbank). “Publicerende” issue verplaatsingen
moeten zo onderscheiden worden van “privatiserende” verplaatsingen — deze laatste sluiten een
kwestie af voor inmenging van buitenstaanders en transporteren haar naar locaties die voor hen
niet toegankelijk zijn. Democratische tekorten kunnen dan gekarakteriseerd worden in termen van
gebrekkige of corrupte issue verplaatsingen. Maar voordat ik deze invulling van het democratisch
tekort verder uitwerk in het laatste hoofdstuk, herzie ik eerst de definitie van “kwestie.” Dewey
had issues omschreven als problemen waar actoren gezamenlijk door getroffen worden. De
controverse rond de EIR — en meer in het bijzonder het feit dat hier op pogingen om issues te
“publiceren” pogingen volgden om het tegenovergestelde te bereiken — maakt echter duidelijk dat
actoren niet alleen gezamenlijk door een kwestie geraakt worden, maar er tegelijkertijd op

antagonistische wijze in betrokken zijn. Kwesties, zo zeggen we dan, bestaan uit associaties die
met elkaar verweven zijn, maar die elkaar tegelijkertijd wederzijds dreigen uit te sluiten.
In hoofdstuk 5 geef ik een definitie van democratisch tekorten zoals die zich voordoen in
de context van de verplaatsing van de politiek. Daarnaast verkent dit hoofdstuk een aantal
consequenties voor onze opvatting van politieke democratie die volgen uit de erkenning dat
kwesties er een rol in spelen. Om te beginnen kan nu duidelijk worden gemaakt dat de verplaatsing
van de politiek weg van gevestigde democratische fora op zich niet bekritiseerd moet worden
vanuit democratisch oogpunt. Democratische politiek zelf veronderstelt zulke verplaatsingen:
publieken raken betrokken in politiek door verplaatsingen van issues weg van de bestaande
instellingen, die niet in staat blijken er regelingen voor te treffen. Hieruit volgt ook dat het
democratisch tekort niet uitputtend gedefinieerd kan worden door een ideale democratische
architectuur te poneren, een stabiel geheel van principes en regels die politieke praktijken hebben
te respecteren. De beschrijving van de EIR controverse in termen van elkaar bestrijdende issue
verplaatsingen in het vorige hoofdstuk maakte duidelijk dat tijdens deze controverse getwist werd
over de vraag in welk forum de articulatie van kwesties plaats moest vinden. De inrichting van de
democratische ruimte waarin de controverse beslecht moet worden is zo zelf inzet van de
controverse. Elkaar bestrijdende issue verplaatsingen zijn daarmee ook zetten in de strijd over het
soort van democratisch arrangement waarin kwesties aan de orde gesteld moeten worden.
Democratische ruimtes veranderen van vorm als gevolg van issue verplaatsingen. Als issues van de
ene naar de andere locatie verschoven worden, dan zullen waarschijnlijk ook verschuivingen
optreden in de configuratie van regels, idealen, routines, actoren, claims, et cetera, die het kader
bieden voor (democratische) politiek. Sterker nog, zulke modificaties van democratische
arrangementen maken de articulatie van publieke zaken ten dele mogelijk. Democratische tekorten
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moeten dan gedefinieerd worden in termen van de corruptie van trajecten van issue formatie: van
zulke corruptie is sprake als issue verplaatsingen worden ondernomen die de articulatie van
publieke zaken onmogelijk maken, en bijdragen aan de desintegratie van democratische ruimtes.
Deze conceptualisering van democratische tekorten gaat in tegen de aanname dat
politieke democratie gedefinieerd kan worden als een “kwestie-loos” arrangement. Ik bekritiseer de
behandeling van issues in de democratische theorie als excuses voor het opvoeren van het
theaterstuk van de democratie, als niet meer dan een voorwendsel om democratische idealen ten
tonele te voeren waarin kwesties nagenoeg geen rol spelen. Maar we moeten ons al even kritisch
opstellen tegenover de neiging om het schikken van kwesties als doel op zich van democratische
politiek op te vatten — dit zou democratie reduceren tot een probleem-oplossend apparaat. Het
oplossen van problemen kan onmogelijk het onbetwiste doel van democratische politiek zijn,
omdat kwesties onvermijdelijk twist met zich mee brengen over wat dit doel zou moeten zijn. In
democratische politiek draait het om kwesties waarvoor de organisatie van een publiek
noodzakelijk is: als een publiek zich niet over deze kwesties ontfermt, dan zal niemand dat doen.
Maar dit wil ook zeggen dat allerlei idealen, procedures, claims en verlangens die extern zijn aan
het probleem in kwestie in het proces van issue formatie een rol spelen — in die mate dat het niet
meer duidelijk is of het publiek zich kan organiseren dankzij de kwestie, of dat de kwestie als
publieke zaak gedefinieerd kan worden dankzij de bemoeienis van een publiek. Dit is de eigenschap
van geslaagde democratische politiek: hier bieden kwesties de gelegenheid voor publieke
betrokkenheid in politiek.
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