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1. INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this thesis is to contribute to the current scientific debate on political inclusion by 

evaluating the practical applicability of three paradigmatic strategies from an ethical 

perspective. These approaches are the theory of gender liberation by Luce Irigaray, the theory 

of social agonism by Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau, and the cosmopolitan political 

perspective as presented in the works of Nancy Fraser, Etienne Balibar, Joshua Cohen, and 

Oliver Marchart. I choose these approaches from a variety of theoretical accounts based on 

the assumption that they present paradigmatic cases for approaching political inclusion today. 

The main criterion according to which I classify these approaches is their position with regard 

to the Other because projects of inclusion by definition deal with the status of the Other. 

Habermas describes an ideal form of inclusion political participants can respect and reconcile 

differences in accordance with their presumed ability to make moral judgements of a 

universal character: 

“Equal respect for everyone is not limited to those who are like us; it extends to the 

person of the other in his or her otherness. And solidarity with the other as one of us 

refers to the flexible ‘we’ of a community that resists all substantive determinations 

and extends its permeable boundaries ever further […] The ‘inclusion of the other’ 

means rather that the boundaries of the community are open for all, also and most 

especially for those who are strangers to one another and want to remain strangers” 

(Habermas 1998, xxxvi; orig. emphasis).  

The approaches of Irigaray as well as Mouffe and Laclau, though, contain a specific 

understanding of the Other and different normative justifications and practical strategies of 

political inclusion. They partly consider the consensual type of political inclusion primitive 

and ignorant of irresolvable differences between political participants. Additionally, they 

point toward a presumably authoritarian character of public consensus. Some scholars agree 

that the projects of Irigaray, Mouffe and Laclau as well as cosmopolitan views on political 

inclusion bear emancipatory potential and contribute to the enhancement of an ethical attitude 

toward political inclusion (see, for example, Smith 1998 and Jones 2014). However, the 

current literature does not pay enough attention to moral constraints of such approaches. In 

this thesis, I demonstrate their moral limitations, which constitute an obstacle to their 

immediate applicability. The results of my analysis are highly relevant for developing social 

policies based on the rhetoric of identity and difference. Additionally, by critically examining 

the proposed strategies of political inclusion, especially concerning questions of forming 
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identities and language, the present study may contribute to the debates about political 

participation against the background of a globalizing world.  

The question of political inclusion nowadays is an object of theoretical discussions 

as well as practical arrangements of social and political life. Nancy Fraser calls the level of 

political inclusion one of the indispensable indicators of the redistribution of justice in 

democratic societies: “This is the case for each of three major families of justice claims: 

claims for socioeconomic redistribution, claims for legal or cultural recognition, and claims 

for political representation” (Fraser 2008, 396). This shows how urgent the issue of political 

inclusion is for discussions about democracy in general, which becomes particularly apparent 

in times of social changes and crises. Later, Fraser specifies the contexts in which discussions 

of political inclusion are embedded today: “In an era of contested superpower hegemony, 

global governance, and transnational politics, claims for representation increasingly break 

the previous frame of the modern territorial state” (ibid, 396). 

Contemporary scholars approach political inclusion from a variety of perspectives. In 

a broader sense, the topic is discussed in the context of the essence of political participation 

and its normative foundations, the structures of democracy, decision-making procedures, 

foundations of citizenship and its connection with human rights and justice (see Habermas 

1984, 1987; Lefort 1988; Young 2000, Benhabib 2006). Political inclusion in a narrow sense 

is theorized based on the concrete empirical question of whether to allow certain groups of 

people to take part in decision-making processes in bounded political communities (see Hero 

and Wolbrecht 2005; Hasan 2009; Gaventa and Tandon 2010; Sainsbury 2012; Nibbs and 

Brettell 2016; Jensenius 2017). Notably, scholars often approach political inclusion based on 

a democratic agenda and implies certain moral grounds for democratic political 

arrangements. This idea is directly connected to the redistribution of justice, as shown in 

Fraser’s account (Fraser 2008). This is particularly clear in Seyla Benhabib’s works 

(Benhabib 2006), where she addresses the extent to which true democratic societies should 

be open, how to dissolve tensions between borders of political communities, and questions 

about the global scope of justice and human rights. 

Another theoretical dimension of political inclusion that I suggest is whether scholars 

approach it from an external or internal perspective. External inclusion means providing 

channels for political participation for outsiders of the community, for example, foreigners, 

refugees, migrants, and other non-citizens. Internal inclusion means participation within a 

bounded society, where exclusion proceeds among citizens according to race, gender, and 
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ethnical features, among others. In this case, exclusion relates to the question of oppression 

and subordination. In other words, external inclusion deals with problems of citizenship 

rights, borders of bounded political communities, the status of migrants and refugees, and the 

strictness of immigration policy. Internal inclusion, conversely, deals with questions of 

entitlement to political rights for new social movements and advancing the system of 

representation for citizens.  

In this thesis, I focus on political inclusion in the latter sense, since the scope of this 

problem strictly speaking exceeds the boundaries of technical questions of inclusion and 

touches upon issues such as oppression, the exercise of power, domination, subordination, 

and violation of human rights. Therefore, the question of internal political inclusion overlaps 

with the normative foundations of democracy and human rights. That is why internal 

inclusion may be approached from a variety of theoretical perspectives: critical theory, 

discourse ethics, standpoint research, and verstehen approach, to name a few. Subsequently, 

the ideas of Luce Irigaray as well as Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau present robust and 

innovative perspectives on this topic, not commonly recognized within political philosophy 

as accounts of political inclusion. 

The French feminist philosopher and psychoanalyst Luce Irigaray proposes to treat 

the Other as a friend, where their difference is a basis for establishing I-You dialogic 

relationships and endowing the Other with the right to practice their own specific political 

agenda equally with mainstream social and political groups. Leftist political theorists Chantal 

Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy treat the Other mostly as an 

enemy with a rivaling attitude towards them and by establishing competitive we-them 

relationships. Cosmopolitan approaches, presented in accordance to approaches of Martha 

Nussbaum, Nancy Fraser, Joshua Cohen, Oliver Marchart, and Etienne Balibar seemingly 

have no specific relation to the notion of the Other apart from attributing it to a unified 

category of we. They, however, encounter complexities regarding the scope of particular 

cosmopolitan projects. Practical references to cosmopolitan ideas are usually embedded in 

local political arrangements and not part of global democratic orders. Consequently, since 

these arrangements lack a global scope, they will inevitably lead to exclusive practices and 

exclude agents who do not match criteria according to which these local political 

arrangements were established. In this case, even strong cosmopolitan normative foundations 

cannot reduce exclusive consequences of such arrangements, because the criterion around 
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which a particular ‘cosmopolitan’ project emerges simultaneously serves as an operator for 

exclusion. 

Approaches of Mouffe and Laclau as well as Irigaray are similar in the sense that they 

do not strive to solve or reconcile differences of political agents, which is a common approach 

in mainstream theories of political inclusion based on deliberative democracy (see, for 

example, Young 2000). In contrast, they regard the promotion of differences between 

political participants as the only way to enhance genuine and meaningful inclusion. This 

process, in turn, promotes political plurality, which contributes to the struggle against 

exclusive power structures. Such structures, according to the aforementioned approaches, 

tend to avoid political pluralism, neutralize differences of participants, and thus make the 

process of governing easier and exercising of power more rewarding for authorities. This 

happens at the expense of democratic values of inclusion, political transparency, and civic 

activism. 

I contend that Mouffe and Laclau develop Hegemony and Socialist Strategy by 

Mouffe and Laclau in the context of the so-called leftist critique of ideology. This theoretical 

perspective in a broad sense relates to the Frankfurt School of critical theory and other critical 

theorists such as Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, and Slavoj Zizek. Butler and Zizek usually 

place ideology within the post-structuralist theory of language. However, I locate the 

approach of Mouffe and Laclau more specifically as part of the Habermas-Foucault debates 

(for general overviews of this debate, see Kelly 1994 and Flyvbjerg 1998). In contrast, 

Habermas contends that the rational capabilities of civil society contribute to reach consensus 

and organize democratic society in a coherent and advanced manner. Scholars of the 

Foucauldian tradition, to whom I attribute Mouffe and Laclau, argue for an inevitably 

irrational and power-like character of society where not rationality, but the will to power 

controls civil society. Luce Irigaray’s notion of the culture of difference belongs more to the 

Habermasian tradition since she seeks to reconcile initially different political agents1 and 

establish universally valid foundations for respecting differences. However, her account does 

not fall under the category of discourse ethics since her strong position on differences of 

agents does not imply internalizing the arguments of others. 

I juxtapose these two approaches because they propose different programs for 

relationships with the Other. Irigaray with her background in gender theory proposes the idea 

                                                           
1 Although, not their differences.  
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of a pluralism of friends, where the difference of the Other is treated with full-fledged 

recognition and respect. Mouffe and Laclau with their post-Marxist background develop the 

idea of a pluralism of foes, where the difference of the Other is treated as an invitation to 

engage in political struggle. Cosmopolitanism, in turn, seems to constitute an alternative to 

the aforementioned perspectives, since it treats the difference of the Other secondary to the 

notion of unity of all people in the world and their entitlement to human rights. I argue that 

these three approaches to treating the Other and their political inclusion are paradigmatic for 

political philosophy today since they represent three distinct types of relationships which are 

highly relevant in the context of a multicultural and globalizing world.  

Methodically, I critically assess the proposed theories of political inclusion as viable 

practical tools to address oppressive relations existing in society by refining the inclusive 

practices. 

For the analysis of Luce Irigaray’s ideas I reference the following works: Speculum 

Of The Other Woman (1985a), This Sex Which is Not One (1985b), Between East and West: 

From Singularity to Community (2002), Sharing the World (2008b), and There Can Be No 

Democracy without a Culture of Difference (2011). The following commentary literature is 

used for clarifications on Irigaray’s writings: Armour (1998), Davidson and Smith (1999), 

Martin (2003), and Stone (2006).  

In order to analyze Mouffe and Laclau’s approach to political participation, I rely 

mostly on their work Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic 

Politics (1985), where such concepts as hegemony, rearticulation, political identities, 

political adversaries, antagonism, and agonism are developed. Other important sources are 

Ernesto Laclau’s books and articles The Impossibility of Society (1991), The Making of 

Political Identities (1994), and Emancipation(s) (2007), where Laclau addresses political 

identities and the method of their formation; as well as Chantal Mouffe’s books and articles 

Radical Democracy: Modern or Postmodern? (1989), On the Political (2005), and 

Democracy in a Multipolar World (2009).  

 The following commentary literature is used for this purpose: Smith (1998), with an 

extended and comprehensive commentary of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy; articles by 

Kapoor (2002), Schaap (2007), Fossen (2008), Gürsözlü (2009), and Wenman (2013). A 

critical perspective on agonistic strategies of democratic participation is discussed based on 

Judith Butler’s article Further Reflections on Conversations of Our Time (1997) and her 

remarks on Laclau’s conception of the articulation and formation of political identities; 
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Knops (2007), criticizing hidden deliberative grounds of the agonistic approach; Jones 

(2014), with his critique of the normative foundations of the agonistic approach, yet pointing 

out the emancipatory potential of Mouffe and Laclau’s project. 

I analyze cosmopolitan approaches first from a historical perspective referencing 

works of Kant (1991 [1795, 1797]), Nussbaum (1997), and Shea (2010). I address modern 

accounts of cosmopolitan ideas based on the works of Appiah (2006), Cohen (2006), Fraser 

(2008), Balibar (2015), Marchart (2016), and Caraus (2017).  

The structure of this thesis is the following: In chapter 2, I will provide an overview of the 

normative foundations of political inclusion in the works of Luce Irigaray, Chantal Mouffe 

and Ernesto Laclau, as well as approaches of political cosmopolitanism. I consider how these 

approaches justify the assumption that the democratization of society is inevitably connected 

with internal and external openness of political orders, and that to have a more just and 

democratic order without oppression means more access to political participation. In this 

context, discussing the status of the Other is an essential task. The Other signifies someone 

completely different from habitual and mainstream ways of self-determination of both 

individuals and society. It represents a different set of normative assumptions connected to a 

different lebenswelt. The question of political inclusion also depends on attitudes toward the 

Other since it is exactly the Other who is subject to inclusion. Understanding the different 

perspectives on the notion of the Other is therefore essential to assess the theoretical 

approaches to inclusion discussed in this thesis.  

In chapter 3, I consider strategies of political inclusion as proposed in the 

aforementioned approaches. The striking similarity of these three approaches is their focus 

on the political identity of actors as well as on language, which contributes to discursive 

articulation and shaping of these identities and their political agenda. Excluded actors 

themselves should critically engage in current discursive practices of power, which shape 

their current positions and should then rearticulate their identities in a proper manner in order 

to constitute themselves as self-sufficient political actors, capable of political participation. 

In the case of cosmopolitan approaches, language becomes an instrument to express shared 

experiences of injustice, accessible for the whole world. The strategies of working with 

language differ in the three approaches, whereas they all suggest a critical rearticulation of 

existing linguistic practices. This way, political inclusion becomes possible. Political 
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inclusion should thus first be accessible at the level of language and only subsequently at the 

level of institutions.  

In chapter 4, I critically engage with the ethical perspectives of the proposed 

approaches to political inclusion. As a result, I propose four types of moral limitations 

following from these perspectives, which hinder the implementation of practical solutions to 

facilitate inclusion. These are first, realism about political identities; second, shaping 

political performance of individuals within a frame of identity; third, engagement in power 

discourses without guarantees of being included as a result of language struggles; and, 

fourth, a lack of clarity about mechanisms of evaluating the moral permissibility of political 

groups. I contend that the strong focus of these approaches on language practices and 

formation of political identities results in moral losses for individuals engaged in processes 

of political participation.  

Consequently, none of the approaches can immediately serve as a viable program for 

political inclusion. However, they contain valuable insights that can be developed further in 

order to enable genuine and meaningful political inclusion, which seeks to improve the 

redistribution of justice and liberation from any kind of social and political oppression. That 

is why political inclusion should not be a mechanical or strategic procedure, but always be 

approached as an attitude toward two goals: commitment to genuine aims of the democratic 

agenda and respect for complexities of the political performance of individuals.  
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2. NORMATIVE FOUNDATIONS OF POLITICAL INCLUSION 

Despite the alleged openness of Western democratic political systems, many excluded agents 

still strive to legitimize their discourses within structures of such systems. For example, 

inadequacies of equal political participation and political influence of environmentalist 

movements persist to this day. In addition, the problematic normative basis for defining the 

social and political status of migrants and refugees also points to a lack of affordable political 

inclusion, at least in the form of entitlement to participate in the public discourse. The 

obstacle for legitimizing discourses of excluded political agents consists not only in the 

establishment of democratic structures that hinder political participation of new agents; nor 

does it consist in an inconsistency of the excluded groups’ political agenda. 

I argue that this difficulty is rather caused by 1) the blockage of new agents by the 

dominating concept of political rationality; 2) the lack of a place for new agents. As a result 

of this lack of place, and thus the possibility of real representation of new political groups 

and communication with them in political space, its outcome is often faced with destructive 

and radical political action of excluded agents, leading to social and political conflicts.  

In Western political philosophy, scholars have made many attempts to reconcile 

different political actors. A prominent example of this approach is Habermas’ idea of 

communicative rationality, which implies the inclusion of actors by means of rational debates 

and the reciprocal rise of transcendentally valid claims of each part of communication 

(Habermas 1984, 1987). The attempts to find a theoretical and practical basis for 

communicative action between all agents, however, were directed at refining the existing 

circle of democratic politics, rather than surveying the existence, needs, and claims of the 

Other both from the outside and from the inside of the community. 

In other words, modern political philosophy focuses on suggestions for improving 

public policy, but the development of channels of social and political inclusion has received 

little attention so far. Conversely, any solutions of political exclusion tend to end up as either 

(1) political relativism, where each agent has the ultimate right of expressing their own truth 

and any kind of unifying political rationality is claimed to be totalitarian; or (2) political 

conservatism, where tolerance and respect for other points of view are the only instruments 

of inclusion. As a result, the existing political rationality remains unchallenged by the 

emergence of new agents.  
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There is a significant number of scholars in modern political philosophy dedicated to 

the technical investigation of the Other’s political agendas rather than a comprehensive 

analysis of the very possibility of including completely different political agendas of new 

participants into existing democratic structures. Since understanding democracy is tightly 

connected with understanding inclusiveness and participation of agents within democratic 

processes, a clarification of the strategies of inclusion seems necessary.  

As a step in this direction, in this chapter I juxtapose three considerably different 

concepts that provide a normative justification of the coexistence of different agents within 

democratic structures: 1) Luce Irigaray’s theory of the culture of difference, which explains 

why and under which circumstances contestation is possible; 2) Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto 

Laclau’s theory of social antagonism within the political, which claims an eternal fight 

between adversaries as the only possibility of real democracy; 3) as a potential alternative to 

both aforementioned approaches, I consider theories of political cosmopolitanism from the 

angle of political inclusion.  

Starting from this juxtaposition, I seek to clarify the normative foundations these 

approaches provide in order to understand communication with the Other. More general 

questions of interest in this context are: 1) Is absolute inclusiveness in politics ever possible 

and if so, how would it look like? 2) Does the increase of inclusiveness diminish nihilistic 

impulses of political destructiveness, coming from agents experiencing political and social 

exclusion? 3) How is the idea of cosmopolitanism connected with political inclusion and 

does the commitment to a cosmopolitan agenda mean ultimate inclusion as part of a global 

community of all individuals, where the notion of the Other would be a minor issue? 

 

2.1 Luce Irigaray’s conception of the culture of difference 

In her works, Luce Irigaray develops an ambitious project of gender emancipation, which 

implies critical and structural rethinking of the whole legacy of western cultures. Scholars 

agree that the questions that drive Irigaray’s feminist scholarship are quite fundamental (see 

Whitford 1991; Davidson and Smith 1999; Martin 2003; Skof 2005; Stone 2006). These 

questions are the following: What does it mean (if it is possible at all) to coexist with the real 

Other within a single symbolic reality? Does this hypothetical coexistence mean that the 

Other may have their own language of expression, not promoted by the dominating political 

discourse?  
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The general statement of Irigaray’s writings is that women as others in a masculine 

society have their own specificity, irreducible to that of men (Irigaray 1985a, 1985b). 

However, this specificity is not reflected and has no unique place in politics, economy, 

science, art, and culture. Despite the advancements in the fight for gender equality, women 

are still at best only endowed with a place in male discourses. As a result, instead of creating 

their own identity in society and developing their own language, women are still submitted 

to discourses of the masculine, trying to establish their self-sufficiency and participation in 

masculine culture and theory (Irigaray 1996). Irigaray concludes that in order to find a way 

to political participation and without having specific tools for this task, females are doomed 

to imitate masculine identity, thereby losing their originality (ibid).  

Irigaray identifies the very root of Western metaphysics and ontology as the reason 

behind the problem of establishing genuine gender equality and the possibility of valid 

women’s political participation (Irigaray 1985a). Deconstructing basic categories of the 

Greek philosophy, Irigaray exposures this inequality between form and matter:  

“It is far from obvious that the ‘first matter’ enjoys this ontological privilege since 

her weakness is perhaps the foundation upon which the supreme elevation (of) God 

is erected. By her failure to be defined or predicated, she serves as in(de)finite basis 

for the ontological promotion of each living thing” (Irigaray 1985a, 162).  

Summarizing Irigaray’s view, inequality in basic categories of ontology influenced the 

establishment of gender inequality and social passivity of women as well. This statement 

brings promising perspectives of Irigaray’s scholarship, which may contribute not only to 

feminist research, but also to the problem of political exclusion in general. 

Irigaray starts her investigation by addressing the emergence of dualities in Greek 

ontology such as 1 and 2, male and female, as well as us and them. These dualities contributed 

to conceiving of concepts of same and different in society. A privileged One, thus, came to 

represent the One, the same, establishing their dominance upon the different. In fact, the 

Other and considerations on the feminine and masculine constitute a prominent example of 

this ontology, which initially built on inequality (Irigaray 1985a). Irigaray’s work Speculum 

of The Other Woman (1985a) begins with the essay Any Theory of the Subject Has Always 

Been Appropriated by the Masculine, which describes the situation of co-existence of the 

masculine and feminine in society. According to the author, they are involved in an endless 

dialectical process: the masculine part erects his vertical and powerful culture upon the totally 

dependent feminine. The feminine, in turn, plays the role of being in a horizontal, weak and 
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earthly position; “mother-matter affords man the means to realize his form” (Irigaray 1985a, 

166). At the same time, the feminine appears weak and horizontal only in contrast to the 

masculine; accordingly, the masculine appears vertical and powerful only in relation to the 

feminine. Interestingly, while the masculine owns logos, the feminine lacks even self-

consciousness and their own language: “The movement to speak of the ‘other’ in a language 

already systematized by/for the same” (ibid, 139).  

In other words, the dominant discourse (male) resides on (and in a specific sense 

depends on) the suppressed one (female): “The ‘subject’ must dig his foundations deeper, 

extend the underground passaged which assured the edifice of his determination, further dig 

out the cellars upon which he raises the monument of his identification” (ibid, 136). These 

relations of masculine and feminine, according to Irigaray, constitute an axis of Western 

culture and philosophy. As Armour notes: “Irigaray finds this ‘grammar’ at work in our 

culture, institutions, economy, its philosophical tradition, psychoanalytic theory and practice, 

and the concepts of ‘male’ and ‘female’ found in every aspect of our culture” (Armour 1998, 

212). Stone, on the other hand, argues in the following manner: “Each hierarchy also 

valorizes its first term over its second, interpreting these terms, respectively, as masculine 

and feminine” (Stone 2006, 14). Thus, Irigaray strives to make this hidden suppressive 

duality of public disourse obvious and visibly for its diagnosis. 

According to Irigaray, since the emergence of Greek philosophy the Western 

ontology has an exclusive character, where the masculine symbolizes the economy of the 

Same or the community of us, which includes only ‘people like me’ and which represents the 

only possible social form for economic, politic, cultural and philosophical activities. All other 

identities that do not fit this Sameness are tagged as they, become excluded and silenced 

agents without having access to mainstream societal practices and society’s rationality and 

logos (Irigaray 1985a, 1996). Connotations, which Irigaray prescribes to the silenced and 

excluded feminine, sometimes even evoke the characteristics and the role of non-beings or 

nothingness in Greek philosophy:  

“She is both one and the other […] She is equally nether one nor the other […] is she 

rather between the one and the other – that elusive gap between two discrete bodies? 

[…] Is she the reverse of the coin of man’s ability to act and move around in the 

physical world we are calling ’lace’?” (Irigaray 1985a, 165; orig. emphasis) 

According to this account, she is consequently doomed to be without a decent status in 

society and “can never achieve the status of subject” (ibid, 165).  
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Irigaray’s modelling of these existent gendered relations in society directs one’s 

attention towards the problem of political exclusion. Thus, her model can be helpful to 

understand the specificity of political exclusion that lies in the difficulties of treating the Other 

in their genuine otherness without rendering the Other to the Same: “The forms of 

arrangements may vary, but they will all bear the paradox of forcing into the same 

representation – the representation of the self/same – that which insists upon its 

heterogeneity, its otherness” (ibid, 137; orig. emphasis).  

Irigaray points out that the coexistence of two different others in modern inclusive 

society is illusionary. Although women have begun to become active social subjects, they 

have never been given a truly specific and self-sufficient status, and, somehow, they continue 

to be part of male society. This is because the Other for the male still is “his variously 

specified alter ego […], who is always his Other, even if he does not recognize himself in it 

[…]. Others who will always already have been in the service of the same, of the 

presupposition of the same logos” (ibid, 135).  

A system that contains such silenced elements consequently holds a high risk of 

failure and collapse, because they accumulate unexpressed claims and dissatisfaction. In the 

modern context, one can continuously observe this risk in the form of protests, terror attacks, 

and other destructive actions in the name of political ideas: 

“But by wishing to reverse the anguish of being imprisons within the other […] by 

making the very place and space of being his own [totality of discourse, suppression, 

establishing of the one official democratic discourse; M.V.], he becomes a prisoner 

of effects of symmetry that know no limit. Everywhere he runs into the walls of his 

palace of mirrors, the floor of which is in any case beginning to crack and break up” 

(ibid, 137).  

Since women, treated by Irigaray as the Oher, lack their own language, in reality, they face 

an inability to express their political agenda without using the language of the masculine:  

“Whereas ‘she’ comes to be unable to say what her body is suffering […] Unless it 

be by making her enter, in contempt of her sex, into ‘masculine’ games of tropes and 

tropisms. By converting her to a discourse that denies the specificity of her pleasure 

by inscribing it as the hollow, the intaglio, the negative, even as the censured other of 

its phallic assertions” (ibid, 140 -141). 

 

Remarkable in this paragraph is Irigaray’s attention to Freud’s analysis of the feminine and 

his consideration of hysteria as the only voice that women have for expressing themselves 

and their oppressed experiences. Inadequacy of language becomes obvious every time when 
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women try to find their place within structures of masculine discourse, being “castrated of 

words” (ibid, 142). These words metaphorically express the destiny of alternative political 

movements and excluded political groups. While they try to express their voices on equal 

terms with established political actors, in reality they lack their own language:  

“The ‘reasonable’ words – to which in any case she has access only through mimicry 

– are powerless to translate all that pulses, clamors, and hangs hazily in the cryptic 

passages of hysterical suffering-latency […] her ‘body’ suffers in her impotence to 

say what disturbs her” (ibid, 142).  

The problem that Irigaray outlines here is the following: If we cannot include women, as well 

as the Other, in public space, without making them abandon their unique identities of others, 

merely offering them a place in the economy of the Same and thus making them a part of this 

Same? Do we ever know how to treat the difference of agents, if a dominating ontology 

prevents the arrival of a genuine and unknown Other and their otherness? As Irigaray note 

on this occasion: 

“All must share the ‘place’ that has been marked out and must keep each other in 

place. Hence, it is essential that no one outgrow the place allotted to the movements 

suited to his nature, that no new being should be added to the existing number for fear 

of encroaching on another’s space or destroying it. No one must overflow his 

container, or make so much as a ripple” (ibid, 164).  

In her work Sharing the world (2008b), Irigaray develops this question more precisely, 

arguing that the problem of exclusion of women results from our problematic relations to the 

different in general, which in turn results from the distorted process of individualization of 

the self. In order to establish his own space of sense, ethics and truth, man engages in a 

transcendental act of creating the world of his identity, which he can share only with someone 

like him (Irigaray 2008b, XV). Accordingly, there has been only one transcendental space of 

truth, based on the economy of man’s sameness, so far in Western cultures. The Other and 

their growing ability to build their own transcendental space of a lebenwelt and inhabit it with 

their own truth and ethics is supposed to challenge the economy of Sameness, making a 

different reality with equal co-existence of different actors possible by contributing to the 

development of the culture of difference. This culture of difference, in turn, signifies the 

cultural condition in society capable to deal with differences of political agents, both in 

ethical and at the institutional level. Irigaray thus looks forward to the possibility of 

meaningful co-existence of different agents within one political space, where the difference 

of the Other is respected: “Theoretically there would be no such thing as woman. She would 
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not exist […]. She does not exist yet” (ibid, 166; orig. emphasis). In the last words ‘not exist 

yet’ this hope it expressed. This means that women, as well as the Other in general, 

notwithstanding the current state of affairs are waiting for their place in the public space and 

adequate language for expressing themselves.  

In her transformative political project, Irigaray proposes to change the existing 

situation of inequality between genders into a shared world of meaningful inclusion where 

the established culture of difference would serve as a normative base of co-existence of 

different active subjects. Under these conditions, females, as well as alternative political 

projects, get the opportunity to build their political projects on the strength of their otherness. 

Martin describes the development of this project of Irigaray in the following terms:  

“Irigaray associates cultural difference with goals and values that can be found on a 

leftist and radical but reformist political agenda: social and economic justice for 

everyone; a continuation of the historical development of human culture by non-

violent means; civil rights related to the materiality of the person and a place for 

women and men in both public and private life; sustainable development and a respect 

for nature” (Martin 2003, 2). 

I argue that different for Irigaray means not only an antonym to the Same, but also an 

antonym to the inferior. In Irigaray’s political project difference and respect for difference 

serve as normative foundations, which seek to overcome the culture of Sameness, which 

considered a mechanism of gender oppression. Difference in her views stipulates dignity of 

the Other (Irigaray 1996), which invokes question whether all possible differences imply 

dignity. I consider the moral implications of an unclear answer to this question in the fourth 

chapter.  

The difficulty that we face in philosophy of difference of Luce Irigaray is her focus 

on the duality of classification of political participants. It means that Irigaray divides all 

individuals into two groups: males or females, or, more general, I – You. That causes a 

confusion in applying of her model to plurality and multiplicity of political experience. In 

other words, the culture of difference covers one type of social relations, which is a dialogical 

one. Irigaray thus considers establishing the coexistence of two others, but it seems unclear 

how she proposes to maintain such order in case of variety of agents in public space. In other 

words, the following question remains unexamined by Irigaray: How can one develop a 

satisfactory theory about the value of the difference, if this difference only describes a 

difference between two and not between many political agents?  
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2.2 Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau’s theory of social agonism 

In their work Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, 

Mouffe and Laclau seek to find a theoretical foundation for a radical democracy, a concept 

supposed to represent a real and working democracy. They conceptualize the theory of social 

antagonism as a state of permanent fights of adversaries seeking to establish their political 

identities and discourses. Thus, the maintenance of working democratic structures depends 

on the commitment of political actors to engage continuously in political battles without any 

possibility of future reconciliation. Although the book is framed by a strong Marxian-leftist 

context, Mouffe and Laclau expand their argument to all political groups interested in 

participating in Western-style political systems.  

Mouffe and Laclau base their argument around the notion of hegemony as a 

dominating political discourse that submits all other discourses and prevents real political 

inclusion. Similar to Irigaray’s culture of sameness, hegemony has its own specific 

universality (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 10), which justifies hegemonic expansion of the 

symbolic order. The authors describe antagonism as follows: “Our approach conceives of 

universality as a political universality, and, in that sense, as depending on internal frontiers 

within society. This leads us […] to the notion of antagonism” (ibid, 10; orig. emphasis). In 

comparison, Irigaray emphasized the universality of ontological relationships between the 

same and the other, which transcend strictly political conditions (Irigaray 1985a, 2008a).  

Mouffe and Laclau consider social actors as particularities that constitute a 

hegemonic order and participate in it. Particularities can create different figures, which can 

be considered from the perspective of equivalence or differences. Thus, difference and 

equivalence are not essential features of political actors in the theory of Mouffe and Laclau, 

but rather contingent constellations, dependent on their relation to hegemony: either they 

participate in hegemonic relations, or they submit to it. Society, based on contingent 

constellations of its agents with their own interests, is then permeated by “internal frontiers 

within society” (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 10).  

The interests of these particularities are inevitably political since Mouffe and Laclau 

envisage the very basis of the being in political terms. Consequently, political gains motivate 

all movements emanating from these particularities. The authors see “the political not as 

superstructure but as having the status of an ontology of the social” (ibid, 11; orig. emphasis). 

Thus, they argue that “social division is inherent in the possibility of politics” (ibid, 11). Each 
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political subject, however, enters the hegemonic discourse that influences the change of an 

agent’s political identity: “Political meaning of a local community movement, of an 

ecological struggle, of a sexual minority movement, is not given from the beginning; it 

crucially depends upon its hegemonic articulation with other struggles and demands” (ibid, 

83).  

Claiming the inevitability of social antagonisms, Mouffe and Laclau clarify that 

antagonisms are “not objective relations, but relations which reveal the limits of all 

objectivity. Society is constituted around these limits, and they are antagonistic limits” (ibid, 

11). Therefore, this notion results from a downward conclusion about the social potential 

found in shared political interest, partly related to Enlightenment pessimism and the 

abandonment of reason and not from the analysis of some form of real human condition. 

Moreover, Mouffe and Laclau argue that “the notion of antagonism […] forecloses any 

possibility of a final reconciliation, of any kind of rational consensus, of a fully inclusive 

‘we’” (ibid, 13). In this context, I assume that antagonism from this perspective, later 

transformed into a form of social agonism, acquires features of a normative foundation for 

radical democracy. Mouffe and Laclau justify the normativization of agonism by their desire 

to establish a true democracy, which is impossible without admitting the antagonistic nature 

of any social and political activity (ibid, 11).  

Due to an obvious difficulty of reaching consensus within democratic structures on 

theoretical and practical levels, antagonism acquires the status of ultimate truth about social 

reality: “For us, a non-exclusive public sphere of rational argument is a conceptual 

impossibility” (ibid: 13-14), Mouffe and Laclau conclude. Everything that bears resemblance 

to political agreement then is “the result of a hegemonic articulation” (ibid, 14). While the 

authors argue that the truth of each consensus belongs to the dominating discourse within the 

borders of an exclusive society, it seems insufficient to reject the possibility of a genuine and 

inclusive consensus. In comparison, from the perspective of Irigaray it is still possible to 

reach consensus outside hegemony, although it would rather resemble a frame for discussion 

and only require respect for difference (Irigaray, 2008a).  

Interestingly, Enlightenment pessimism and the loss of faith in reason and logos in 

politics are present in the approaches of Mouffe and Laclau as well as Irigaray. However, 

their conclusions are different. Mouffe and Laclau point out the difficulties of appealing to 

reason in politics and, at the same time, reject the possibility of consensual participation in 

society, thereby criticizing “the sacralization of consensus” (ibid, 12). While following the 
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line of critical theory and its related understanding of logos in Western metaphysics (for 

example, presented in Adorno and Horkheimer’s work Dialectic of Enlightenment), Irigaray 

is still looking for a new kind of consensus, built on the deconstruction of the process of 

gender formation and the deconstruction of gendered ontology.  

Without the possibility and even the necessity of consensus in politics, Mouffe and 

Laclau focus on overcoming hegemony by means of a radical struggle and a temporal unity 

of particularities of the system, i.e. social and political groups. However, the notion of unity 

in the face of hegemony remains merely technical. A unity is needed to activate the 

significant social and political change itself rather than for the life after this change. This 

understanding of the unity of political participants is far from a genuine inclusive unity, 

desired in project of Irigaray. In addition, their idea seems to simplify the entry requirements 

for inclusion, which are apparently more complex than merely the capability to political 

struggle. Consequently, Mouffe and Laclau’s perspective fails to account for the importance 

of genuine participation and inclusion, which drives society toward more sophisticated goals 

than the entitlement of political adversaries to rivalry. 

 

2.2.1 The culture of difference or permanent social agonism? 

Both approaches outline specific answers to questions about 1) the kind of relationships that 

constitute political participation; 2) whether political consensus is possible; and 3) the terms 

on which political inclusion may be achieved. Irigaray as well as Mouffe and Laclau start 

from problematizing the situation of the suppressed Other in public space yet conceptualize 

this problem in two different ways. For Mouffe and Laclau, real democracy would ideally 

be a permanent fight of antagonists in society who articulate their political identities and 

strive, together with other antagonists, to realize their political agenda. A radical and 

inclusive democracy for Mouffe and Laclau is constituted by the equality of opportunity to 

fight and articulate one’s political identity in society.  

In contrast, Irigaray envisions “man and woman complementary, not [as] rivals” 

(Irigaray 1985a, 164). Men and women, the Same and the Other, should strive towards 

partnership and respect of the specificity of each other. For Irigaray, the simple inclusion of 

women, as well as the Other in general, in politics without reconsidering ontological relations 

would mean the resubmission of women and the Other to the dominating discourse. Martin 
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underlines this importance of the notion of otherness in Irigaray’s work, which shows that 

admission to a fight and rethinking one’s subjectivity are two different goals: 

“These two genders are not put forward as complements or competitors, but rather as 

two ‘worlds’ in the phenomenological sense; they are absolutely other to each other. 

The motor of their dialectic is thus not conflict: a dialectic ensuing from the necessity 

of splitting within the world of a single subject” (Martin 2003, 7.).  

The depth of subjectivity of the Other and the meaning of political participation Irigaray 

argues for makes her notion more complex than the rather simplistic understanding of 

inclusiveness found in the work of Mouffe and Laclau, where the diversity of political actors 

is reduced to the notion of an adversary. Mouffe and Laclau require a specification of the 

notion of an adversary in society, in terms of shaping identities of political participant, 

making clear who will be fighting. Irigaray also mentions the importance of individualization 

of actors, although this notion aims towards the respect of the Other and coexistence with 

their transcendence.  

According to Irigaray, the primal perception of the other and myself as two 

individuals should be established by the relationships with the mother, which contributes to 

the existence of the culture of difference. Nevertheless, within the current culture man is 

bound to distorted relationships with the other (since their mother, being a woman, has no 

opportunity for her own transcendence). Consequently, the wrong competitive culture of the 

sameness is established: 

“In order to begin to individualize himself, man thus did not make use of the way of 

a relation to the other, in particular, to the other, but of a competitive conquest of the 

universe by and between those who are the same: men” (Irigaray 2011, 195). 

In Irigaray’s view, competitiveness of the culture therefore results not from a natural state of 

affairs, but from the initially distorted process of the individualization of man. This process 

does not lead to establishing a culture of difference, but to the economy of the Same. Irigaray, 

accordingly, names the “original lack of differentiation” as the reason for oppression, 

whereas Mouffe and Laclau postulate a natural antagonism based on the failure to establish 

democratic consensus in the past.  

In other words, while Mouffe and Laclau develop their concept of democracy in 

accordance with the inevitability of antagonisms, Irigaray seeks to explain why the 

antagonism seems inevitable. Irigaray bases her gendered ontology upon the very emergence 

of logos, transcendental as well as Western metaphysics, and derives ways of overcoming 
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the oppressive situation in accordance with her observations. In contrast, Mouffe and Laclau 

do not provide sufficient evidence for the inevitability of social antagonism.  

In the context of refining democratic practices, Irigaray proposes the establishment 

of a culture of sexual difference as the first and foremost step towards the culture of 

difference, which would constitute the emergence of a real democracy in a shared world 

where individuals truly respect the individuality of the Other: 

 “We thus have to acknowledge and overcome the dilemma of a choice between two 

worlds by building between us a culture of coexistence in difference, beginning with 

that of our sexuate identities, the one that represents the first and universal articulation 

between nature and culture” (Irigaray 2011, 204). 

However, a striking similarity between the approaches of Irigaray and Mouffe and Laclau 

can be observed in the meaning they give to the symbolic discourse of power, which leads to 

domination. Taking into account this fact, excluded actors need to build their own language 

to break the hegemony and the economy of the Same in order to ensure their political 

participation. In sum, the analysis of two potential strategies of inclusion – on the basis of 

friendship or rivalry – leads us to question the language that excluded actors are about to 

employ in order to establish their participation in society, which would enrich Irigaray’s, 

Mouffe and Laclau’s accounts.  

 

2.3 Cosmopolitanism as a project of potential ultimate political inclusion 

In this part of the chapter, I discuss the idea of political inclusion of the Other in the context 

of political cosmopolitanism. It includes 1) a brief reconstruction of the history of 

cosmopolitan political ideas; 2) an outline of general directions of contemporary 

cosmopolitan theories; and 3) a discussion of the advantages of cosmopolitanism approaches 

to political inclusion in comparison with Irigaray’s perspective. 

Political cosmopolitanism is of particular interest for this thesis as it intersects with 

the previously discussed approaches to some extent, but at the same time adds new insights 

to the debate. The cosmopolitan approaches also focus on the establishment of genuine 

inclusive political arrangements. However, they propose criteria for including the Other 

different from those discussed above, which would enrich the discussion of political 

inclusion. An additional argument to discuss cosmopolitan approaches to political inclusion 

in this thesis is the occurrence of contemporary political projects with a cosmopolitan agenda 
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because “issues of immigration, inclusion, assimilation, and acceptance of the ‘other’ present 

important challenges to cosmopolitan ideals” (Von Burg 2011, 115). 

 Irigaray’s culture of difference acts through the friendly recognition and reevaluation 

of difference of agents, while Mouffe and Laclau’s permanent social agonism understands 

political inclusion as rearticulation of binary we-them political systems. In contrast, 

cosmopolitan approaches propose universal criteria for political inclusion, bypassing any 

kind of divisions among people of the world. This does not mean, however, that the identities 

of agents from this perspective are given a priori and that there is no need for additional 

reevaluation or rearticulation of their status. That is why I also discuss cosmopolitan 

approaches to political identities and differences of political participants in this chapter.  

The notion of cosmopolitanism stems from ancient Greek philosophy, more 

specifically the cynical school of thought (c. 412 BCE). Its founder, Diogenes of Sinope, 

famously declared that he is a citizen of the world, as is known from Diogenes Laertius’ Lives 

of Eminent Philosophers (Diogenes Laertius 1950). For Cynic philosophers, the idea of 

cosmopolitanism signified their principal openness to the world, contrary to formal rules of 

inclusion and exclusion in the Greek system of polis democracy, which Nic Craith describes 

in the following manner: 

“The ancient Greeks, for example, identified the migrant Keltoi or Celts as barbarian 

neighbors in Europe and did not really perceive of them as part of civilized European 

society […] In a sense the notion of Celticity was an early strategy of exclusion of 

those who were not considered part of the Greek heartland” (Nic Craith 2005, 7-8; 

orig. emphasis). 

The cynical cosmopolitan ideal was driven by the task of overcoming strict political borders 

of polis, where the utmost punishment was exile from the community, although their 

approach does not yet constitute a transnational political project. The Cynics’ critical 

cosmopolitan view was rather a movement toward the recognition on the one hand of other 

cultures and people (the Other) outside of the Greek community. Desmond notes in this 

regard that “the cosmopolitan regards all human beings as equal in their humanity, and with 

a moral claim equal to that of his or her ’own’ people” (Desmond 2008, 201). On the other 

hand, the contingency of any given political order is also recognized, which provides a 

possibility to think beyond the borders of a given political system. Desmond describes the 

idea as follows: “Most important of all is freedom. Customary political organizations are 
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false, and the Cynic frees himself from them to become a ‘citizen’ of himself, the cosmos, 

and other Cynics” (ibid, 208).  

The second feature of cynical cosmopolitanism makes Cynic philosophy interesting 

not only from a historical perspective, but also from the standpoint of post-Enlightenment 

theorizing about instrumental rationality (for example, Adorno, Horkheimer, Habermas, and 

Sloterdijk) and discussions of power relations within critical theory (for example, Foucault). 

Two of the aforementioned authors (Foucault 1984 and Sloterdijk 1987) directly turn to ideas 

of Cynic philosophy as a source of rethinking political rationality. Shea (2010) provides a 

comprehensive examination of the connection of Cynic philosophy and critical theory, and 

summarizes the interest of Foucault and Sloterdijk in Cynical political thinking as follows: 

“Foucault and Sloterdijk celebrate Cynicism as a third way between a blind faith in 

progress and a nihilistic scoffing at everything society holds valuable. The strength 

of their reflections on Cynicism lies in their determination to break down the false 

opposition that the postwar debate on the Enlightenment inadvertently set up between 

reason and non-reason” (ibid, 243). 

In the light of the concerns of critical theory, the cosmopolitanism of Cynic philosophy 

appears as a viable critical attitude toward the exclusive practices of political rationality in 

Greek democracy. In terms of critical theory, social and political criticism of this type 

pioneered by Cynic philosophy should precede any kind of political participation and 

appearance of new political identities. The Cynic idea of cosmopolitanism was emancipatory 

regarding the strict rules governing participation in the polis, and inclusive for people outside 

the polis and Greece. The notion of a transnational community played an important role for 

this strand as much as the notion of nation was relevant for the Greeks. Desmond summarizes 

the Cynic idea of unity: “A sort of ‘anti-polis’ that could exist anywhere” (Desmond 2008, 

187; orig. emphasis). Therefore, itt is fruitful to analyze the critical charge of Cynic 

cosmopolitanism, which helps better understand the significance of their political ideas. 

Attention to Cynic views also helps to conceptualize the two types of cosmopolitanism: 

1) A cosmopolitan transnational project of political and institutional inclusion (for 

example, the European Union), where cosmopolitanism overcomes the notion of 

nation only. In this type of cosmopolitanism, a preference towards nations 

predominates (for example, the stoics, Kant, Nussbaum). 

2) Cosmopolitanism in a moral and symbolical sense as a project, encompassing all 

people in the world, where cosmopolitanism overcomes all other criteria of 
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difference apart from nation, for example race, gender, and religious belief. In 

this type of cosmopolitanism, the notion of people predominates, with a focus on 

the connection between all the people and we rather than on the equality of 

nations. 

The second type of cosmopolitanism allows for the consideration of cosmopolitan ideas of 

political inclusion in relation to all excluded agents, who strive for declaration and 

recognition of themselves in a space of public politics. In this respect, cosmopolitanism 

presumably represents the idea of an ultimate political unity and inclusion of all individuals 

in one political space. 

In addition, an analysis of the Cynic political attitude provides us with some hints 

concerning apophatic ways of dealing with exclusive political rationality. Desmond clarifies 

this approach: “Yet such rhetorical nay-saying has radical political consequences. 

Paradoxically, the renunciation of politics is itself a political act, and, like Socrates, the 

ostensibly apolitical Cynic can claim to play the highest political role” (Desmond 2008, 207). 

The Stoic school of philosophy inherited Cynic cosmopolitan ideas, although the Stoics 

presented a more practical version of cosmopolitanism and were more modest in relation to 

social criticism. Nussbaum (1994) mentions three significant Stoic arguments for 

cosmopolitanism: 1) openness to the world helps us know ourselves better; 2) existence of 

one worldwide political system helps problem solving; 3) there is an inner moral value of 

treating all people in the world equally. 

Nussbaum’s formulation of Stoics cosmopolitanism underlines the rational character 

of cosmopolitanism of this school: “According to the stoics, the basis for human community 

is the worth of reason in each and every human being […]. And each and every human being, 

just in virtue of being rational and moral […], has boundless worth” (Nussbaum 1997, 7). 

Further Nussbaum specifies how exactly preferring cosmopolitan way of political 

arrangement contributes to personal and social development: “Stoic cosmopolitans hold, we 

should regard our deliberations as, first and foremost, deliberations about human problems 

of people in particular concrete situations, not problems growing out of local or national 

identity that confines and limits our moral aspirations” (ibid, 7). According Nussbaum’s 

analysis, Stoics hold that the cosmopolitan political arrangement is reasonable because of its 

utility, and not because it discovers a contingency of polis and any local political system in 
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a manner Cynic philosophy proposes. I suggest that for Stoics, reason rather than social and 

political criticism drives cosmopolitanism. 

Later arguments in favor of cosmopolitanism on the grounds of reason and political 

rationality, which are similar to Stoicism (Nussbaum 1997), can be found in Kant’s essay 

Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Sketch from 1795.2 In this essay, Kant proposes his 

argument in favor of cosmopolitanism as justified by, first, the universal morality of all 

people in the world, which is the basis for each one’s “right to the earth’s surface which 

belongs to the human race in common” (Kant 1991 PP, 329) and, second, protection from 

wars. The notion of a cosmopolitan world order as discussed in modern accounts (see 

overview in Brock and Brighouse 2005 as well as Taraborrelli 2015), inherited the Kantian 

and Stoic paradigm of the rationality of people as a normative justification for unifying all 

people in the world community. An ideal of modern cosmopolitanism can be described as “a 

borderless community” (Kahn-Nisser 2011, 393). Such a community enables political 

inclusion by means of abolishing national and economical borders. 

The normative ground for worldwide political participation is the belief in universal 

foundations of human rationality and morality (however, there are attempts to address 

cosmopolitanism in a post-foundationalist world; see, for example, Caraus 2016). Kahn-

Nisser presents the normative foundation of the ultimate form of cosmopolitanism – universal 

cosmopolitanism – as follows: “Because all human beings share the defining trait of human 

reason, they should all have access to the same resources and opportunities” (Kahn-Nisser 

2011, 394), and further: “universal cosmopolitanism glorifies the principle of inclusion and 

ascribes to it metaphysical value” (ibid). 

Supporters of moral aspects of the cosmopolitan project provide the most prominent 

argument for the world’s political unity. Moral cosmopolitanism is, following Kant, based 

on the assumption that all people own equal moral autonomy and dignity (first developed by 

Wieland; for modern accounts, see Shapcott 2001; Hooft 2009; Ingram 2013; Caraus 2017). 

The essence of the modern moral account on cosmopolitanism as given by Shapcott (2001, 

7): 

“Cosmopolitanism refers to a form of moral and political community characterized 

by laws which are universal. The central proposition of cosmopolitanism as a moral 

                                                           
2 Perpetual Peace will be quoted as "Kant 1991, PP"; the Metaphysics of Morals will be quoted as "Kant 1991, 

MM. 
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and political doctrine is that humans can and should form a universal (that is global) 

moral community”. 

Von Burg (2011), on the other hand, expresses doubts about realizing demanding claims of 

moral and universal cosmopolitanism when it encounters the real Other. He argues that 

modern cosmopolitanism that follows the Stoic and Kantian line of rationality cannot deal 

with the irrationality of people and their emotions, which distort rewarding interactions with 

the Other. Von Burg argues that the development of cosmopolitanism today is possible only 

through a change in its rhetorical mode, which would provide new skills for interaction with 

the Other, despite emotions and irrationality of human communication: “Only rhetorically 

can actually existing citizens put themselves in other people’s shoes, take risks to know the 

unknown, and work toward a living cosmopolitanism” (Von Burg 2011, 120). Von Burg 

concludes that it helps prevent “irrational practices of exclusion” (ibid: 121). 

Von Burg's account helps to discern and understand difficulties of relating 

cosmopolitan normative grounds to real practices of political inclusion. In practice, 

cosmopolitan-based projects of inclusion may be deeply controversial. For example, Nic 

Craith (2005) argues that the European Union, which encompasses the idea of transnational 

citizenship, in reality favored religious, cultural, and economic factors and ignored historical 

and geographical aspects, as well as the contribution of other countries. As a result, the 

European Union, “which was designed as a process of inclusion has become one of damaging 

exclusion” (Nic Craith 2005, 16).  

This view articulates a strong and controversial vision of the result of creating of 

European Union. It also helps to capture conceptually potential controversies of 

cosmopolitan political projects. Thus, if Nic Craith’s argument is correct, then any 

cosmopolitan project must be of worldwide scope to be successful. In other words, if projects 

based on cosmopolitan ideology are realized locally (Europe, for example), they inevitably 

bear an exclusive character. According to this argument, they establish certain criteria for 

unification and inclusion for some, but these criteria may be exclusive to others. Other 

cosmopolitan studies discussing practices of locally implementing cosmopolitan grounds 

have made similar observations (see, for example, Nowicka and Rovisco 2009; Cebolla and 

Francesco 2015; Caraus 2017). 

In this case, when cosmopolitan political projects are applied in practice, it is more 

accurate to talk about cosmopolitanisms, rather than cosmopolitanism. Some cosmopolitan 

practices may in fact be contradictory to the very idea of cosmopolitanism as a worldwide 
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order. Whereas such attempts may include cosmopolitan references to the value of a world 

community, they do not amount to cosmopolitan projects in a stricter sense. Consequently, 

these projects may succeed in cosmopolitan-like local political projects, but the principles on 

which they are established are problematic as normative grounds of genuine political 

inclusion on a cosmopolitan base.  

One example of such local cosmopolitanism is the employment of cosmopolitan ideas 

by protest movements. Cosmopolitan rhetoric is used as a normative ground for uniting 

people in social and political movements and protests (see Della Porta and Tarrow 2005; 

Della Porta 2007; Della Porta and Gianni Piazza 2008; Caraus 2017). Transnational and 

global rhetoric, consequently, contributes to the creation of local communities. Caraus (2017) 

analyzes the case of the Occupy movement, where we-like mottos were used to produce a 

sense of unity and solidarity among participants. However, despite the active usage of 

cosmopolitan rhetoric, it is not clear that the claims of these movements had a universal 

character and could serve as grounds for ultimate political inclusion for people not involved 

in activity of these movements.  

The language of cosmopolitan rhetoric in movements is also interesting in terms of 

political inclusion. Cosmopolitan-like exclamations are claimed to represent a global we: it 

is a language demanding universality. This universality, however, is reached not by 

reciprocal recognition of the validity of the claims of the participants as proposed by 

discourse ethics (Habermas 1984, 1987, Benhabib 2006), but by envisaging all participants 

as one inseparable entity. In this respect, cosmopolitan language lacks inner dialogism and 

complexity, which cosmopolitan thinkers compensate by referring to the unity of the world. 

Thus, the language of cosmopolitanism works as a language of political inclusion only if the 

value of the unity of the world is prioritized, which is a disputable idea in itself. 

 

2.3.1 Cosmopolitanism and Irigaray’s culture of difference: two projects of inclusion 

Irigaray’s approach and political cosmopolitanism both center on the belief in the possibility 

of a friendship between people in the world. Nevertheless, if Irigaray’s starting point is the 

difference of agents, the cosmopolitans idea (from Cynic thinkers, Kant, to modern accounts 

on cosmopolitanism) is similarity and equality of people (see, for example, Appiah 2006). 

This can be observed particularly in cosmopolitan rhetoric of protest movements: “All 

differences become equivalent to each other in their common rejection of the concentration 
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of wealth, the proliferation of power and inequalities, and the destruction of earth” (Caraus 

2017, 737); and “global resistance and protest movements arrive at the expression of unity 

exactly in spite of difference” (ibid, 738). 

Classical accounts on cosmopolitanism also focus on the abolishment of 

differentiations at least at some level, although without depriving individuals of their 

specificities. They rather are highly motivated by a search for people’s similarity. 

Nussbaum’s understanding of Stoic cosmopolitanism illustrates this point: “We should not 

allow differences of nationality or class or ethnic membership or even gender to erect barriers 

between us and our fellow human beings” (Nussbaum 1997, 7; added emphasis). The search 

for similarity in this case is an ethically driven undertaking against xenophobic biases that 

prevents a meaningful cooperation of individuals in society. 

However, these two general normative grounds of cosmopolitanism – similarity and 

equality of all people – are not normative grounds that will lead to abolishing of the 

dominating system of oppression according to:  

“To demand equality as women is […] a mistaken expression of a real objective. The 

demand to be equal presupposes a point of comparison. To whom or to what do 

women want to be equalized? To men? To a salary? To a public office? To what 

standard? Why not to themselves?” Irigaray (2007, 4).  

In other words, simply following the normative ground of equality, without comprehensive 

reflection on difference and specificity of agents, would contribute to the maintaining of the 

economy of the sameness, which in Irigaray’s writings symbolizes an exclusive and 

oppressive system of power relations. 

From the standpoint of Irigaray, cosmopolitan accounts neglect to consider the 

importance of building identity of agents, which can be observed in Caraus’ view on 

cosmopolitanism: “The cosmopolitan ‘we’ is therefore an attempt to create a chain of 

equivalence that is as wide as possible through sufficiently broad universal principles 

transcending existing ideological and other divisions among protesters and movements” 

(Caraus 2017, 738). The question that follows Caraus’ argument is whether excluded agents, 

seeking global participation and recognition, can do so without losing their unique claims 

and identities. 

 However, it is worth to note that cosmopolitan ideology in certain cases may 

contribute to the creation of negative identities, where agents are united by the lack of certain 

properties rather than by sharing positive features: “What unites ‘all of us’ is not necessarily 
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a positive emotion of the brotherhood, but mainly the confrontation with the same problems 

and risks” (Caraus 2017, 738). 

This makes cosmopolitan approaches not only theories of a global political 

arrangement but also a morally-laden projects, which is connected to apophatic discursive 

tools of affirmation by the way of negation, thus, contributing to the permanent critical 

discourse in society.3 Shea (2010) describes this lack of permanent political criticism in 

society by analyzing Sloterdijk's argument about Cynicism: “Instead of using our critical 

abilities to question set notions about who we are or to define new ways of being in the world, 

we employ them to guard our identities against those who threaten the status quo” (Shea 

2010, 131).  

Understood in a critical manner, the cosmopolitan reference to a worldwide human 

identity may contribute to challenging contingent political authorities and systems of 

oppression. In this case, cosmopolitanism does not prevent recognition of the specificity of 

agents in Irigaray’s sense. Moreover, since Irigaray’s account is problematic in terms of 

establishing a genuine solidarity and an absence of a clear picture of a public consensus, 

cosmopolitan theories may contribute to the discussion of these questions. 

 

2.4 Conclusion of the second chapter  

After analyzing the conceptions of the culture of difference and social antagonism, the 

following conclusions may be drawn. Both approaches are centered on the notion of an 

exclusive situation in modern democracies: economy of the Same and hegemony. These 

systems prevent inclusion of new political actors and impose the power of their symbolic 

articulation of truth upon society. Both positions start with the importance of seeing the 

difference between actors, which can contribute to overcoming dominating discourses and 

ensuring the progress of inclusion, despite reaching different conclusions. As we have seen, 

modern democratic systems fail to recognize the real difference and individual specificity of 

actors (Irigaray 1994, 121). The genuine respect for the difference, in turn, would contribute 

to stablishing a productive democratic partnership. 

Mouffe and Laclau, in turn, transform the recognition of difference from the 

potential friendship of these differences into agonism. They make inclusiveness and political 

freedom dependent on a process of permanent fight. However, their approach does not imply 

                                                           
3 Permanent criticism is not the same as permament social agonism. 
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a meaningful rethinking of hegemonic order with a new type of democracy. In fact, the 

approach of Mouffe and Laclau places adversaries within the same symbolical order, without 

giving them the right to practice their real otherness.  

Irigaray, in turn, suggests reconsidering the very structure of Western political 

democracies. Irigaray contrasts two notions: the existing culture of the same, where the 

dominating order is maintained in an exclusive manner, allowing only those actors to 

participate (the economy of the Same); and the transformative project of the culture of 

difference, where the difference of the Other is given a voice and the right to live in their 

specificity. From the perspective, the approach of Mouffe and Laclau seems outdated since 

it considers political subjects strictly as political adversaries who strive for their own political 

gain. Mouffe and Laclau therefore neglect to see significant aspects that motivate the political 

enterprise of excluded agents, such as existential and ethical goals in politics, which will be 

discussed in the fourth chapter. 

Both Irigaray and Mouffe and Laclau address the very essence of the democratic order 

by asking what kinds of fundamental human relationships constitute democracy: ultimate 

friendship or respect for divergence. The juxtaposition of these two approaches contributes 

to the research of the language of political exclusion, i.e. constructive and destructive verbal 

and nonverbal instruments by which excluded political groups participate in society.  

In addition, the main ideas of cosmopolitanism in the context of political inclusion 

were considered. After analyzing the main theoretical directions of cosmopolitan thinking, it 

is clear that Cynic cosmopolitanism presents a theoretical perspective different from the later 

development of cosmopolitan tradition. Cynic cosmopolitanism establishes promising ways 

of dealing with post-Enlightenment problems of political rationality. In particular, Foucault 

and Sloterdijk highlight this perspective. I propose that it might be philosophically fruitful 

also to look at the connection between the Cynics’ critical cosmopolitanism and discursive 

tools found in apophatic theology. 

The idea of a universal political cosmopolitan order in its ultimate version, when 

social criticism of the Cynic type is not involved, thus, abolishes the notion of the Other. 

Despite the openness of cosmopolitan accounts for a global community of equal people and 

their welcoming of the Other without limiting them in their otherness, the cosmopolitan 

project is problematic as we pointed out with reference to Von Burg’s comments on this 

problem. Consequently, if we follow von Burg, the ideal of a cosmopolitan political world 

community, based on the assumption of political and moral agency of individuals, does not 
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seem to be practical in realizing real political inclusion. Another problem with cosmopolitan-

based political inclusion is that the true cosmopolitanism implies the participation of the 

whole world. Otherwise, cosmopolitan projects will appear as local and exclusive attempts 

to establish cosmopolitan-like political arrangements. This will not be sufficient for practices, 

which strive toward real political inclusion. 

However, cosmopolitanism as a therapeutic moral attitude may play a fruitful role in 

the balancing of political forces, especially in contrast with extreme right-wing populism. In 

addition, cosmopolitan-like movements may contribute to the creation of negative political 

identities, which are created on a basis of a shared suffering of agents and their lack of certain 

political rights. In this case, the reference to the unity of humankind may appear as a stronger 

argument than that of a contingent political arrangement. 
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3. THE INCLUSION OF THE OTHER: IDENTITY AND ARTICULATION 

After analyzing the normative foundations of political inclusion in the theories of Irigaray, 

Mouffe and Laclau as well as in cosmopolitan approaches, in this chapter I consider the 

methods and practices of political inclusion within these approaches. I observe that despite 

polar normative justifications for political inclusion, namely different positions about the 

attitude toward the Other, the theories approach political inclusion of excluded agents or the 

Other in a similar manner. That is, they consider the articulation of identities of excluded 

agents a major method of political inclusion. Practices of articulation therefore appear as 

viable tools to build more open and just democracies.  

The structure of this chapter is the following: In the first subchapter, I analyze the 

project of gender inclusion by Luce Irigaray, which consists in conceiving the language of 

feminine and, thus, the creation of the culture of difference mostly by promoting this 

language. In Irigaray’s philosophy, creating such a culture is a necessary and minimal 

condition for an inclusive, transparent, and democratic society.  

In the second subchapter, I critically engage with Mouffe and Laclau’s theory of 

social agonism, which treats articulative hegemonic practices as a way toward a radical 

democratic order with open possibilities for political participation.  

In the third subchapter, I address communicative approaches of cosmopolitan 

political arrangements. The approaches of Nancy Fraser, Etienne Balibar, Oliver Marchart, 

and Joshua Cohen suggest political inclusion through the work of global democratic 

institutions of justice, or through an active critical engagement of individuals in the 

discussion of inequalities and injustices that they experience. Global democratic institutions 

assist self-determined political identities with procedures of political inclusion. 

Cosmopolitan approaches to inclusion can thus be considered a global political insurance for 

a multiplicity of political appearances, or a demand to identify oneself as a citizen of the 

world prior to more specific connotations of one’s political preferences.  

After this analysis, I juxtapose the three approaches to political inclusion and 

characterize their similarities and differences in order to evaluate their practical potential 

from a moral perspective in the fourth chapter. 
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3.1 Irigaray and the new language of feminine 

In the previous chapter, normative foundations for the treatment of the Other as well as for 

gender-related political inclusion in the philosophy of Luce Irigaray were considered. She 

justifies the overcoming of the oppressive order of masculine culture, as well as the 

enhancement of gender inclusion, by the very discovery of a multilayered system of female 

oppression (Irigaray 1985a). The alleged gender neutrality of discursive practices constituted 

the fact of female oppression from Irigaray’s perspective. This notion of gender neutrality of 

the public sphere resulted in the establishment of the economy of the Same, which is not 

capable of dealing with the Other. Women, in turn, are a subset of the category of the Other 

(Irigaray 1985b, 133-135). The rational discovering of the contingency of gender oppression, 

supported by critical engagement in discourse practices of the society (philosophy, science, 

art, culture, medicine, psychology), informs the normative foundation of female liberation. 

Interestingly, Irigaray’s normative justification of liberation by assuming a contingent 

character of gender oppression (Irigaray 1985a, 75) resembles the Foucauldian methods of 

archeology (Foucault 1972) and genealogy (Foucault 1977). As Gutting characterizes the 

genealogical method of Foucault: “The point of genealogical analysis is to show that a given 

system of thought (itself uncovered in its essential structures by archaeology, which therefore 

remains part of Foucault’s historiography) was the result of contingent turns of history, not 

the outcome of rationally inevitable trends” (Gutting 2014, 7). This methodological 

resemblance enables the investigation of Irigaray’s philosophy from a perspective of critical 

theory. At the same time, Irigaray strongly supports a rational way of reorganizing society 

out of reason and morality (Irigaray 1994, 50). This puts her in the Kantian tradition of 

political philosophy. 

According to Irigaray, the difference of females was the reason for their oppression 

and exclusion from public presence due to an inability of Western culture to deal with the 

otherness of the Other (Irigaray 1985a, 70). Consequently, the otherness of females is 

considered a tool to reverse this process and establish inclusion. In this subchapter, thus, I 

focus on concrete practices and steps proposed by Irigaray to convey this reverse inclusion, 

which will open the gate for females as well as other different excluded groups, which were 

treated unequally due to their difference and irreducibility to mainstream social and political 

identities (ibid).  
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I assume that for Irigaray, the project of gender political liberation can only formally 

be called inclusion. The terms broadening or amplification of the females’ public presence 

would more correctly express Irigaray’s intentions, which Russell comprehensively 

characterizes in the following manner: “Full positive affirmation of two sexes and the 

reconfiguration of the subject beyond the ‘one’” (Russell 2003, 4). Subsequently, it follows 

that the formal endowment of females with rights of political participation and providing 

them with a place or a quota within the masculine system of political, economic, and cultural 

distribution, without actually establishing their self-sufficient status as subjects of political 

will, would not satisfy Irigaray’s claims. As she writes in this context: “The demand for the 

equality of the sexes often forms as part of this plan to neuter familial and sexual singularity 

for the benefit of the State and its laws […]. Yet these laws have openly sacrificed woman 

and covertly sacrificed man” (Irigaray 1993, 112). Irigaray thus is critical about the 

discussion of females’ social, cultural, and political inclusion in terms of equality.4 According 

to Deutscher, Irigaray discerns “the conceptual paucity of equality” (Deutscher 2002, 9), 

which makes Irigaray conclude that discussing inclusion as equality cannot grasp in depth 

the phenomenon of females’ oppression and the vision of their real liberation.  

Irigaray suggests that only through creating a culture of difference, real equality and 

not just liberal equation can be achieved (Irigaray 1990, 5). This signifies a step toward the 

democratization of gender-based political inclusion. Therefore, Irigaray has a specific 

understanding of political equality, where the attitude regarding the difference of participants 

plays a decisive role. I suggest that this means that the creation of special conditions for 

respecting difference, which implies cultural and moral advancements in society, should 

precede the institutional inclusion of the Other. Deutscher describes the importance of these 

conditions: “She hoped to develop a context through which equality could be pursued without 

undermining women’s symbolic, conceptual, transformational, and day-to-day interests” 

(Deutscher 2002: 18).  

The creation of such conditions prevents the instrumental equalization of females by 

their equation with males, which would mean the stagnation of political inclusion. Russell 

describes this as follows: “Inclusion of phallocratic logic through equivalency with men does 

nothing to disrupt that logic; it remains the same” (Russell 2003, 3). Thus, an instrument for 

disrupting the logic of sameness is required. Irigaray proposes considering the language of 

                                                           
4 For an extended understanding of Irigaray’s notion of difference and equality, see discussions in Whitford 

(1991) and Deutscher (2002). In relation to political inclusion, see Russell (2003). 
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feminine as such an instrument, which is capable to contribute to genuine gender equality 

without reducing females to males (Irigaray 2007, 67). I assume that language thus serves as 

a foundation to Irigaray’s project of gender-based political inclusion.  

The practice of rearticulating habitual discourses constitutes a crucial step toward the 

creation of the culture of difference. Irigaray argues that language is not only a constitutive 

element of the symbolic masculine discourse, but also one of the most powerful instruments 

of neutralizing otherness (Irigaray 1985b, 68; 1996, 66). This illustrates the insufficiency of 

formal gender inclusion, which does not involve a rethinking of language and discourse of 

the masculine: “To make the Black equal to the White, the woman equal to the man, is still 

to submit them, under cover of paternalist generosity, to models put in place by Western man, 

who resists living together with the different” (Irigaray 2002, 68).  

Deutscher summarizes Irigaray’s concerns about the ability of the current language 

and discourse to express the otherness of females: “Is that language optimally adequate to 

imagining new and diverse possibilities of human and sexual existence?” (Deutscher 2002, 

9). Therefore, critical engagement through current language practices in order to rework them 

and conceive of new discursive practices, capable to express the difference of the Other, is a 

necessary preliminary step for female political inclusion. 

For Irigaray gender oppression emanates through language at two levels: grammar 

and discourse (Irigaray 1996, 64-65). As a result, the reworking of language should 

encompass them both. Irigaray elaborates on the topic of gendered grammar in her work 

Thinking the Difference (1994), where she addresses male and female declinations in 

language and the lack of female job titles as oppressive mechanisms. These facts indicate the 

presence of a gender agenda even in habitual grammatical contexts. In the second case, 

oppression through language as a discourse works by silencing females in the public sphere 

or by envisaging them as weak versions of males. Irigaray engages in the discussion of this 

topic by analyzing philosophical and psychoanalytical narratives in Speculum of the Other 

Woman (1985).  

This analysis of Irigaray shows that men colonized the universal human language that 

belongs to all human beings. Language, consequently, started to serve mainly as an 

expression of male culture. As a result, Western culture was deprived of the notion of 
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otherness5 and turned into the culture of the Same, and women were deprived of their own 

symbolism – the specific language of feminine, writing culture, and narrative archives. As 

Pottage notes: 

“[Phallocentrism] therefore preserves the reproduction of culture in the image of a 

masculine morphology – a morphology sculpted and sustained through techniques of 

identification and attachment which institute a self predicated upon the denigration 

of otherness; or specifically, an otherness which has been attributed a feminine 

gender” (Pottage 1994, 1161-1167). 

Therefore, as seen from Pottage perspective, the system of unity and identification has been 

established in the masculine culture through the submission of females’ genuine identities. 

The exclusion of the Other and the feminine has been performed through this male ontology 

which can recognize only the same. I suggest that the otherness and a woman become 

synonymous in Irigaray writings: the exclusion of females means the exclusion of the Other, 

and the other way around (Irigaray 2000, 121). The difference of women is envisaged as their 

lack of masculine, which is the reason for their cultural exclusion. This has consequences in 

the absence of a legitimate otherness and of rights to this otherness in a “symbolic economy 

in which woman’s difference can only be represented as a defective variation of the same” 

(Russell 2003, 3). 

Language in this system is considered the main operator of excluding the Other being 

able to express only the same. Language, by creating specific masculine narratives of the 

same, excludes the feminine from cultural existence and political participation as well. Jones 

notes on this mechanism of subjugation: “[L]anguage, rather than anatomy, now consigns 

woman to her role as object and Other, but she is no less trapped: indeed, in some ways, 

Irigaray suggests, the situation is worse” (Jones 2011, 150). For Irigaray, a crucial aspect in 

establishing full-fledged public inclusion for women is the creation of the new language of 

feminine, which would not reduce females to the symbolism of males’ oral and writing 

culture, but otherwise will provide a space for creating a specifically feminine symbolic 

culture of representation (Irigaray 1996, 47). 

Irigaray therefore considers the new language of feminine as the main candidate, first, 

to expressing the self-sufficient difference of females, without rendering them as deviations 

from males. Second, it serves as an adequate representation of females’ identity, needs, and 

                                                           
5 An interesting way to theorize about this is to see that Greeks operated with only two categories, being and 

non-being, without having the second option for positive presence (apart from being). This initial lack of double 

beings then developed into the lack of multiple beings.  
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experiences in public sphere, thus, serving their social and political inclusion. Without this 

new language of feminine, it would be pointless to provide females with the language of 

masculine discourse and participate with males in their economy of the Same without 

structural changes in symbolic as well as material redistribution. As Deutscher summarizes 

this point: “If women’s politics cannot be adequately formulated within inherited discourses, 

the latter must be substantially subverted as the forerunner to the articulation of a more 

appropriate politics”, which should result in “a new conceptual base to (and thus support) 

practical concerns” (Deutscher 2002, 18).  

Irigaray contends that gender inclusion in terms of endowing females with males’ 

rights without structural changes in the self-sufficient status of females means maintaining a 

gender-oppressive society. As long as females do not obtain their own language and channels 

of communication, they lack their genuine identities irreducible to those of males (Irigaray 

1996, 46). Consequently, I propose that they lack comprehensive access to redistribution of 

justice in accordance with Nancy Fraser’s triple modes of justice redistribution: political 

participation, economic exchange, and cultural expression (Fraser 2008). As Russell 

concludes: “In such a symbolic order, woman has no entitlement to her own unique 

genealogy, culture or becoming and as such cannot enter into civil society as woman, for 

herself” (Russell 2003, 3). The new language of feminine also contributes to females’ civil 

self-identification, which is a significant part in institutionalizing females’ political inclusion: 

“For what do women’s work and political affiliation mean if women have not got their own 

civil identity? […] Change of legal definition in the strict sense must go hand in hand with a 

linguistic change. The organization of the law reflects that of the language and vice versa” 

(Irigaray 1994, 41).  

In sum, the complex work on restructuring the symbolical and practical grammar of 

language should entail “an examination of the operation of the ‘grammar’ of each figure of 

discourse, its syntactic laws or requirements, its imaginary configurations, its metaphoric 

networks, and also, of course, what it does not articulate at the level of utterances: its 

silences” (Irigaray 1985, 75; orig. emphasis). This work with language pursues the following 

goals: 

1) Building females’ identities through articulating their subjectivities, including 

bodily experiences 

2) An adequate expression of females’ experience of suffering under oppression  
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3) Conveying females’ public participation in terms relevant to their identities  

4) Breaking the economy of the Same and rehabilitation of the initial ontological 

distortion and suppression of the feminine in Western symbolic, cultural, and political 

ontologies, and then reconciliation of males and females within boundaries of a 

democratic community6 

In other words, the necessary condition for the appearance of females as agents of political 

will in the public sphere is the articulation of their identity. Acquiring females’ identities 

should proceed through restructuring language and its symbolical and material grammar. 

This process should result in the transformation of the economy of the Same into a space that 

encompasses I-You identities, ready for a dialogue between females as also between males 

and females. The economy of the Same can provide communication only trough I-I identities 

or communication with the same, and not with the Other. For Irigaray, the emergence of the 

You-option in relation to females in public discourse means, first, recognizing the presence 

of the other as an equal partner for dialogue, and, second, “the transcendence of the you as 

other” (Irigaray 2002, 67). The latter expresses recognizing the horizon and the depth of the 

universe of the personality of the other, reinforcing the genuine communication with them. 

I-You relations are intended to reinforce the tolerance to “the irreducible difference of the 

other in relation to me” (ibid, 68). Thus, acquired females’ identities can help expressing 

their subjectivity in male-dominated public spaces, such as science, art, culture, and politics. 

This subjectivity is defined by Irigaray through the ability to interact with the Other: “The 

ability to enter into relation with one (man or woman) who is other than oneself in the respect 

of difference(s) is, according to me, what permits the constitution of a properly human 

subjectivity” (ibid, 8).  

Irigaray proposes several methods for working with language in order to reach the 

goal of females’ political liberation and inclusion (Irigaray 1985a, 1985b, 1996). Anticipated 

results of this process determine its methods, as summarized by Deutscher: “Transformation 

of identity at the level of social and legal institutions, the media, the economy, and political, 

religious linguistic, and cultural representation” (Deutscher 2002, 19). Transformation of 

identity, in this context, means discovering the real identity of females, unbiased by 

patriarchal imaginary.  

                                                           
6 I address the problem of Irigaray operating with only two genders in the second chapter. 
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This task seems particularly relevant for the language of law, which is supposed to 

reflect the civil and legal status of males and females. The content of the law, specifically the 

presence of an adequate definition of the legal status of women, is responsible for adequately 

describing criminal cases related to gender – for example, rape, domestic violence, or incest. 

Adequate legal prescriptions represent one of the fundamental features of institutional 

inclusion of females. Some decades ago, for example, the notion of citizen would cover only 

white men, whereas black people or women did not fall under this rubric. In theory, the law 

of the State protected individuals without explicitly containing exclusive formulations, for 

example, that this law protects only white men. In practice, however, the black population 

and females would suffer from a lack of protection from certain crimes and injustices. 

Consequently, Irigaray argues for critical engagement in the language of the law, which 

should result in making females visible as a group of people who have the same rights and 

duties under the law (Irigaray 1996, 53).  

In the sphere of law, females should paradoxically enjoy the same entitlement to 

rights and duties as men, without reduction to males’ civil identities:  

“As long as women have no civil identity of their own, it is to be expected, 

unfortunately, that they will conform to the only existing models, supposedly neutral, 

but in fact male. Hence the need to redefine the objective content of civil rights as 

they apply to men and women – since the neutral individual is nothing but a cultural 

fiction – and to attempt to establish the legal bases of possible reciprocity between 

the sexes” (Irigaray 1994, 75).  

From this perspective, a civil identity of females should inevitably be stipulated by their 

sexual identity, based on their sexual difference (ibid, 81). It is important to note what exactly 

Irigaray understands by sexual difference in this context: “I am not referring here to bad use 

of sexual difference, which leaves woman the guardian of the pole ‘nature’ in a unity of 

which man secures the pole ‘culture’” (Irigaray 2002, 136). Operating with terms of otherness 

and difference, thus, does not lead toward rehabilitating classical oppressive connotations of 

females, but rather underlines their specificity and irreducibility to males’ sexual identity. 

Only under conditions of respect for sexual specificity, according to Irigaray, can a viable 

conception of civil identity be sustained and, consequently, the institutional inclusion of 

females be enhanced in an adequate manner. This in turn will lead to the ultimate version of 

political inclusion described by Irigaray in the following manner: 

“In order to go beyond a limit, there must be a boundary. To touch one another in 

intersubjectivity, it is necessary that two subjects agree to the relationship and that 
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the possibility to consent exist. Each must have the opportunity to be a concrete, 

corporeal and sexuate subject, rather than an abstract, neutral, fabricated, and 

fictitious one” (Irigaray 2000, 26).  

Irigaray’s transformative political project sees language as one of the main instruments of 

gender oppression, or in Irigaray terms, gender silencing (Irigaray 1985b, 234, 257). This 

oppressive mechanism works mainly through the neutralization of differences between sexes 

in the public sphere. Therefore, the restructuring and rethinking of language constitutes a 

path toward females’ inclusion in the public sphere, which can be achieved through the 

following steps: first, the establishment of females’ identity that is supposed to express their 

subjectivity; second, establishing an I–You disposition, which means the transformation of 

the economy of the Same into the culture of difference; third, females’ appearance in public 

space as the genuine Other, without rendering them to only deviations from males’ 

subjectivity. Finally, it will ensure genuine social, cultural, and political equality, understood 

as equal entitlements to rights and without descending to conceiving of equality as an 

equation.  

The process of political inclusion in Irigaray’s project proceeds through an ultimate 

reformulation of the discursive foundations of society. This methodology is relevant not only 

for females, but also for other actors who do not enjoy equal political participation. Excluded 

agents should actively engage in the rearticulation and critical reflection on the grammar of 

language, cultural discourse, and by means of mimesis change and disrupt the economy of 

the Same. This would ensure that ethically leading societies could develop the ability to co-

exist with others in their otherness, without reducing one of each part to another. Establishing 

meaningful I–You dialogical relations, in Irigaray’s terms, means genuine rationalization and 

inclusion due to certain discovered objective reasons (Irigaray 1996, 109-113).  

I suggest that the truth and the presence of gender oppression are Irigaray’s 

justification for her project of females’ social and political inclusion. Engagement in critical 

reflection on present Western culture implies a need to rearticulate its discourses of 

philosophy, politics, science, law, and art. Females contribute to building their identities 

specifically as females, i.e. different from males. The question of identity is justified by the 

urgent need for disrupting the existing economy of the Same. The otherness of excluded 

agents and their identity as different in Irigaray’s philosophy thus become a normative 

justification for their inclusion. Difference and otherness for Irigaray have intrinsic ethical 

value. 



 39 

 What Irigaray’s project leaves unanswered is her relation to females’ individualities, 

since she reflects on gender mainly through the prism of female identity. Partly because of 

this strong position, scholars have criticized Irigaray for promoting gender essentialism and 

biologism. Dovydenas however interprets essentialism in her early writings as merely a 

strategy for sustaining a strong position for females (Dovydenas 2016). Although, even 

strategic use of identities suggests that the following question remains under-examined by 

Irigaray: Who should be included, females as individuals who are entitled to the same human 

rights as men, or females as female identities?  

In her early work, relying on the theoretical apparatus of Lacanian psychoanalysis, 

Irigaray indeed argues that individuals only in terms of their sexuality and early relationships 

acquire subjectivity and identity with mother (Irigaray 1985b, 34-35). This is a strong 

position of biologism, determinism, and reductionism in relation to individuals’ identities and 

their self-determination. On the other hand, in her later writings7 Irigaray argues for a cultural 

difference between male and female identities. Thus, she claims that her understanding of 

females’ difference is more sophisticated than just biological determinism. The remaining 

question then is to what extent females should adopt this ‘strategy’ for the fight against 

allegedly neutral expressions of identities before it starts to threaten females’ individualities. 

In addition, I suggest that her strategy of acquiring gender consciousness and awareness of 

one’s difference reminds of Marxist class-consciousness, which I assume can lead to 

superiority of group identity over individualities.  

However, because for Irigaray real inclusion constitutes co-existence of different 

agents and their entitlement to the same scope of cultural and civil rights, the source of 

identity (whether it is solely biological or cultural) only plays a secondary role. Instead, the 

most important task is to teach society how to practice irreducibility of the Other to the Same, 

whereas differences of others may have multiple sources. From this position, Irigaray’s 

strong focus on identity becomes clearer, because she bases it not on limiting and determining 

a subject’s performance in the frame of identity, but rather on underlining its specificity and 

self-sufficiency. 

Another problematic issue in Irigaray’s project of gender liberation is that the very 

criterion for exclusion also serves as a criterion to reestablishing inclusion: “The exploitation 

of women is based upon sexual difference, and can only be resolved through sexual 

                                                           
7 For example, Between East and West: From Singularity to Community, 2002. 
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difference” (Irigaray 1991, 32). Groups that face exclusion from social and political 

participation, therefore, should convey their inclusion through sustaining an identity around 

the parameter that served for their initial exclusion. Deutscher also points to this dilemma in 

Irigaray’s writings, addressing the relevance of this question for social and political exclusion 

in general: “What occurs when other groups who have been excluded from the public sphere 

eventually enter it? One sees a similar discomfited readiness to perceive unlikeness and a 

concurrent inability to accommodate unlikeness well” (Deutscher 2002, 17). This argument 

presents certain ethical concerns about maintaining an exclusive and offensive identity, 

which I discuss in the fourth chapter of this thesis. 

In this context, it is important to underline an ethical issue of Irigaray’s approach to 

inclusion. As Deutscher points out: “Irigaray came to believe that equality should be 

grounded in a different philosophical framework: respect for the possibility of difference. 

Respect for the possibility of difference is not reducible to respect for differences” (Deutscher 

2002, 17). This concept of possibility of difference is compatible with Hannah Arendt’s “right 

to have rights” (Arendt 1951, 298) since both concepts demonstrate a meta-view on the 

essence of one’s entitlement to rights or to one’s difference from mainstream modes of self-

identification. This meta-view implies an ethical attitude toward the possibility of granting 

these rights and conditions for a being as different. Fermon (1998) and Schwab (1998) also 

pointed the ethical treatment of difference in Irigaray’s writings. Schwab even calls Irigaray’s 

project “a new culture of universal validity” (Schwab 1998, 76), which interprets Irigaray as 

an ideal theorist and a follower of the tradition of rationalism in political philosophy. 

The otherness and the status of difference is the main justificatory tool in Irigaray’s 

political and cultural project, as well as the representation of injustices through gender 

oppression. Celebrating difference, built with the help of identity, seeks to protect excluded 

agents from comparison with mainstream group identities and evaluation with negative 

consequences. As Irigaray notes: “To demand to be equal presupposes a point of comparison” 

(Irigaray 1993, 12). Accordingly, the strong reference to identity should ensure that all 

attempts to reach meaningful social and political participation and recognition will not be 

futile and will bring meaningful results for individuals. An ethical understanding of Irigaray’s 

project also contributes to political inclusion in the long term. Since Irigaray’s attempts can 

be interpreted as continuing the Kantian legacy, in which trust in political reason is a key 

element providing a basis for the hope that ethical development and education together with 

political reason will ensure long-term institutional inclusion. However, the question of 
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whether Irigaray’s ethical intentions can actually be realized with the means she proposes 

will be addressed in the fourth chapter. 

 

3.2 Mouffe and Laclau’s rearticulation of hegemony as a strategy of political 

participation 

Irigaray bases her concept of friendly political inclusion on the respect for the other and its 

otherness, which stands in a stark contrast to the agonistic approach to political participation 

in the theory of Mouffe and Laclau. There, other participants constantly challenge one’s right 

to participate i. In turn, all participants are challenging the contingent and discourse-

dependent political hegemony. In the second chapter, I considered Mouffe and Laclau’s  

normative foundations for political inclusion by means of social agonism. In this subchapter, 

I analyze the concrete practices of agonistic inclusion. Mouffe and Laclau mostly emphasize 

the role of sharply defined identities, their self-determination, and activism in the process of 

“retrieving and radicalizing” (Smith 1998, 31) of democracy. 

Mouffe and Laclau pursue the reinforcement and radicalization of democracy, which 

must be conducted by refining the approachability of the public sphere and politicizing of 

more aspects of the social. These measures will open more channels for political 

participation. Reflections about radicalization of democracy are justified by the spirit of the 

times, which Smith characterizes by increased political activity that the Marxist theoretical 

apparatus cannot capture (Smith 1998, 3). Hegemony and Socialist Strategy is situated in the 

context of the crisis of leftist political ideas and socialist political projects. On the one hand, 

they encounter the rise of new social movements and “the political activism that aims to 

overthrow oppression and exploitation in their entire multiple and hybrid forms” (Smith 

1998, 3). On the other hand, the expansion of neoliberal rationality faced by these projects. 

Mouffe and Laclau define current forms of exclusion to as capitalistic expansion and 

colonization of new spheres of social life and growing bureaucratic governmental presence 

in public affairs (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 138). Although the authors theorize from a 

modern perspective of leftist political ideas, their proposal extends the limits of leftist ideas 

and claims to be a universal grasp of the essence of the political and democracy.  

Mouffe and Laclau’s understanding of radical democracy is quite specific and 

requires additional analysis. As shown in the previous chapter, for Mouffe and Laclau the 

rational consensus in democracies is a chimera, a dream of which hinders the establishment 



 42 

of real democracy, which would suit the objective nature of human relations in the context 

of social antagonism. Therefore, Mouffe and Laclau offer the following preliminary 

assumptions for political inclusion: 1) recognizing the inevitability of social antagonisms; 2) 

recognizing the utility of radical pluralism as a better option compared to uncontrolled 

antagonism, since the inevitability of antagonism in social relations “forecloses any 

possibility of a final reconciliation, of any kind of rational consensus, of a fully inclusive 

‘we’ […] a non-exclusive public sphere of rational argument is a conceptual impossibility” 

(Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 14).  

The key term in this quote is the sphere of rational argument, i.e. a futile attempt to 

reach consensus, which in the end create oppression: “Any form of consensus is the result of 

a hegemonic articulation, and always has an ‘outside’ that impedes is full realization” 

(Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 14). Additionally, consensus prevents real political participation, 

which in the author’s terms means agonistic struggles with political adversaries. Based on 

these methodological assumptions, it is possible to provide conditions in which all political 

forces have an opportunity to engage in a struggle to reach a hegemonic state. In a state of 

mutual balance with other participants, however, means that no single political force will be 

able to establish an oppressive hegemonic order. Political inclusion for Mouffe and Laclau 

therefore means equal rights to permanent political struggle.  

In order to reach this state, the authors propose to focus on rethinking current political 

identities, which are products of the current hegemonic condition. Without formulation of 

new identities, the meeting of adversaries remains impossible as well. The question of 

political identity then is as urgent for Mouffe and Laclau as it is for Irigaray. However, 

Mouffe and Laclau approach identity from a significantly different angle than Irigaray. For 

Irigaray, an identity is someone’s specificity that already pre-dates one’s awareness of it. One 

discovers their specificity as well as identity, whose self-sufficient character is the reason for 

claiming rights of participation. In turn, scholars commonly characterize Mouffe and 

Laclau’s approach as anti-essentialist because they clearly expose an “impossibility of fixing 

the sense of the ‘elements’ in any ultimate literality” (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 88). Mouffe 

explicitly repeats the importance of providing “a nonessentialist perspective” (Mouffe 1989, 

33) in relation to political identities in post-Hegemony works. Laclau discusses this question 

in a similar manner, proposing a dialectic of the “impossibility of a fixing meaning” (Laclau 

1991, 22) and societal attempts to “domesticate finitude” (ibid), which gives birth to the 

hegemonic character of society. For Mouffe and Laclau, identity is something that one should 
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determine and start up for oneself. Since according to Laclau all identities are constructed in 

order to reach political goals and bear witnesses of ideology, they play a crucial role in 

political processes.  

Nevertheless, a point of similarity between Irigaray and theorists of agonism still 

exists. They all approach political identity as a real behavioral pattern, which in compliance 

with individual self-consciousness can sustain a political behavior, which it is possible to 

interpret and predict. Although they all underline the merely instrumental and provisional 

character of identity in political inclusion as a mean to declare oneself, they still consider 

identity a working tool for expressing one’s political will. Consequently, from the 

perspectives of Irigaray as well as Mouffe, and Laclau, it is phenomenologically possible to 

observe the political behavior of this identity. Subsequently, its actual content exceeds its 

framing as only strategic instruments of inclusion and participation. Paradoxically, while 

arguing for the contingency of any political order and all identities, Mouffe and Laclau as 

well as Irigaray propose an essentialist perspective on political performance, making it 

dependent on a specific notion of political identity, even interpreted in terms of contingency 

and fluctuation. 

The normative claim for the culture of difference of Irigaray becomes a normative 

claim for agonistic pluralism in the political writings of Mouffe and Laclau. For them, the 

democratic goal consists not in establishing a peaceful co-existence of different political 

agents, but in the active engagement of different agents in struggles toward the establishment 

of their own hegemony. The open-endedness of these fights establishes the condition of a 

real and inclusive radical democracy. They understand political inclusion as the structural 

refinement of democratic practices and radicalization of political struggles, which makes 

participation of all affected groups possible. Smith describes Mouffe and Laclau’s 

understanding of radical democracy as “a profound redistribution of power and a complete 

dismantling of the structures that institutionalize inequality, including capitalist exploitation, 

sexism, homophobia and racism” (Smith 1998, 31).  

These emancipatory intentions create another similarity of the agonistic approach 

with Irigaray’s perspective. They are motivated by a desire to contribute to the genuine 

change of social and political realities. According to Smith, “[d]emocratization is understood 

not as a set of superficial reforms, but as the struggle to institutionalize a radical democratic 

pluralist imaginary” (Smith 1998, 5).  
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Similar to Irigaray, Mouffe and Laclau understand political inclusion not only as 

endowing excluded actors with additional space within the structures of existing democratic 

institutions, but as challenging the very political order which is discussed in terms of ‘power’, 

‘domination’, ‘normalization’, and ‘oppression’. Hegemony for Mouffe and Laclau should 

be questioned and restructured from within, similar to how Irigaray approaches the issue: 

rearticulation of traditional social and political identities and critical engagement in the 

discourse of power. Articulation constitutes one of the most important notions for Mouffe 

and Laclau, understood as a permanent process of creating meaning, and not a permanent 

state of affairs (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 85). This articulation is contingent and its 

supervision on elements which belong to the articulated scope is external to the nature of 

these elements (ibid, 86).  

In other words, hegemonic articulation does not reflect inner and necessary traits of 

elements and their causal connections with each other. The connection between the 

articulated organization of elements and the elements themselves is, in fact, not natural but 

contingent. The discursive structure, in turn, is defined as “not a merely ‘cognitive’ or 

‘contemplative’ entity; it is an articulatory practice which constitutes and organizes social 

relations” (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 88; orig. emphasis). Discourse consists of both verbal 

and non-verbal articulated practices (ibid, 98), which opens a path toward various methods 

of building identity by hegemony, by material (for example, institutional), and solely verbal 

modes of naming identities.  

Hegemony, a key term in the theory of Mouffe and Laclau, is a dominating political 

order striving for universality (ibid, 7-8). Hegemonic social and political arrangements 

achieve their place in a system of social hierarchy due to sufficient articulation (ibid, 8). 

Similarly, the authors consider language a tool of the hegemonic order that determines 

political identities and presents an alleged consensus about the notion of democracy and 

human rights (ibid, 100-101). The goal of political actors is thus to recognize the contingency 

of hegemony, its dependency on articulation, and consequently its lack of universal 

foundations for its legitimacy (ibid, 8). Subsequently, political actors should critically engage 

in the rearticulation of their own identities, thereby contributing to rearticulating hegemonic 

political order (ibid, 98).Mouffe and Laclau build the project of a radical pluralistic 

democracy upon the celebration of difference, where the difference of political agents, 

expressed through their political identity, stipulates their rights to participate in political 

struggles (Mouffe and Laclau 1985). Similar to Irigaray’s problematic fetish and 



 45 

normativization of the otherness, Mouffe and Laclau locate the very source for 

democratization in the sharpening of differences and otherness of political actors. However, 

the authors conceptualize otherness differently than Irigaray. If in her project differences of 

political agents are not ontologically opposed to each other, an agonistic understanding of 

the Other is built upon the confrontation with them. Mouffe defines the connection between 

political activity and the friend/enemy disposition in the following manner: 

“The criteria of the political […] is [sic!] the friend/enemy discrimination. It deals 

with the formation of a ‘we’ as opposed to a ‘they’ and is always concerned with 

collective forms of identification; it has to do with conflict and antagonism and is 

therefore the realm of decision, not free discussion” (Mouffe 2005, 11).  

This judgement about the essence of political activity is understandable, because Mouffe and 

Laclau’s approach is informed largely by Schmitt’s political philosophy, especially by his 

position about the enemy: 

“[T]he other, the stranger; and it is sufficient for his nature that he is, in a specifically 

intense way, existentially something different and alien, so that in the extreme case, 

conflicts with him are possible. These [conflicts] can neither be decided by a 

previously general norm nor by the judgement of a disinterested and therefore neutral 

third party” (Schmitt 1976, 27). 

In this definition, the otherness and non-reducibility to the familiar symbolic system mostly 

stipulates negative connotations of the political enemy. Mouffe and Laclau’s transform the 

notion of enemy into adversary, which in Jones’ formulation is “a legitimate enemy” (Jones 

2014, 20; orig. emphasis). Relationships among adversaries are regulated only by the 

normative condition of mutual respect, proposed by Mouffe and Laclau as a principle that 

ensures the democratic path of agonistic struggles, with “a corresponding shift from 

antagonism to agonism” (ibid, 20). As Jones puts it: “Political relations should no longer be 

understood as antagonisms between enemies, but rather as agonism between adversaries” 

(ibid, 20; orig. emphasis). Consequently, the social logic of relationships with the Other is 

defined in the following manner: “In the case of antagonism, we are confronted with a 

different situation: the presence of the ‘Other’ prevents me from being totally myself” (ibid, 

111).  

Partly, this concerns the type of social relations challenged by Irigaray, namely the 

lack of a culture of difference where confrontation with the otherness of the Other is the 

primal reaction to its appearance. In Mouffe and Laclau’s approach, the Other is doomed to 

antagonistic self-affirmation and permanent encounters with other agents. Mouffe and Laclau 
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treat this agonism as appreciation of the plurality of political opinions, rather than assuming 

an endless chaotic political fight with destructive consequences: “Between the logic of 

complete identity and that of pure difference, the experience of democracy should consist of 

the recognition of the multiplicity of social logics along with the necessity of their 

articulation” (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 161). Jones supports this argument: “It is only 

through the inclusion of a diverse body of subject positions that a democratic polity can be 

said to be truly representative of the polity, and therefore constitute a functioning and 

inclusive democracy” (Jones 2014, 14).  

Pluralism and differentiation, based on strategic identity formation, are supposed to 

protect society from the confluence of political agents. According to Mouffe and Laclau, this 

confluence, understood in terms of equation and similarity, would signify an inability of the 

masses to engage in radical democratic action, which can be achieved only through radical 

diversification (Smith 1998, 128). Apart from symbolic solidarity based on normative aspects 

of respect for the right of another rival to participate in struggles, maximal political plurality 

and dissimilarity for Mouffe and Laclau indicate conditions of a truly democratic society, 

free from oppression. The struggle of political groups engaged in the political fight can thus 

challenge the dominant political order, i.e. rather by plurality than by the unity of people.  

Participants in a diverse political life, however, are not just “simple empirical 

referents” (ibid, 117), but discursively constructed adversaries. Mouffe and Laclau define 

the identity of political adversaries as follows: 

“The form as antagonism as such is identical in all cases […] It always consists in the 

construction of a social identity – of an overdetermined subject position – on the basis 

of the equivalence between a set of elements or values which expel or externalize 

those others to which they are opposed” (ibid, 142). 

The political identity of adversaries is supposed to ensure the political fight and thus political 

participation. Otherwise, it will have neither a starting point, nor a hegemonic goal, which 

can be articulated only through the discourse of the political. In order to participate in 

political struggles, excluded agents should therefore articulate and declare their political 

identities in the public sphere. Moreover, excluded political agents should come up with their 

hegemonic ideas, defined by Wenman as “a contingent strategic effort to construct a 

collective emancipatory project” (Wenman 2013, 188).  

It is important to note that Mouffe and Laclau understand the contingent character of 

identity not in relation to the connection between the content of individual claims and the 
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symbolism of their identity. Rather, it is conceived in relation to the external hierarchical 

system of meanings and values, or “transcendent and positive grounds” (Mouffe and Laclau 

185, 144), where identities receive their legitimacy within oppressive political orders. 

Identities should thus define themselves in accordance with “the principle of its own validity” 

(ibid, 144). This position seems emancipatory since it liberates political actors from being 

‘unified subjects’. Scholars such as Fossen (2008) and Jones (2014) acknowledge this 

emancipatory potential of Mouffe and Laclau’s approach to political identities.  

The first step toward self-consciousness of excluded political groups, which is at the 

same time a step toward identity formation, is the recognition of a subordinating social order 

as oppressive (Smith 1998, 8). Mouffe and Laclau problematize this aspect, arguing: “Our 

central problem is to identify the discursive conditions for the emergence of a collective 

action, directed toward struggling against inequalities and challenging relations of 

subordination” (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 132). They point out that excluded actors often do 

not interpret subordinate relations as relations of domination and oppression. Therefore, an 

interpretative ‘normative’ toolkit from the ‘outside’ is needed to detect oppression, “a 

discursive ‘exterior’” (ibid, 133) that informs us that one concrete relationship between 

subjects bears an oppressive character. The authors argue that the feminist movement became 

possible only after the language of advanced democratic movements developed first. They 

call this process “democratic revolution” (ibid, 134), where the basis of oppression is defined 

as an external position of identities of the dominator and the dominated.  

When the universality of authority is challenged and its contingent character is 

outlined, existing identities can be discovered, challenged, and rearticulated in an appropriate 

manner as products of the hegemonic order: “But this articulation should be constantly re-

created and renegotiated, and there is no final point at which a balance will be definitively 

achieved” (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 161). Political inclusion by means of political fight 

requires a set of differentiated practices: first, “the automatization of the spheres of struggle” 

(ibid, 153), and second, “the multiplication of political spaces” (ibid, 153). Decentralization 

by differentiation of political forces then constitutes a pledge to establish a radical democratic 

society. Mouffe and Laclau contend that precisely the pretention for universality justifies 

hegemony and its oppressive character, which in turn prevents political participation. 

Consequently, the contingency of hegemony becomes another normative justification for 

Mouffe and Laclau’s project for political inclusion. Following their logic, if the oppressive 
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order is contingent, it can challenge this order and all derivative contingencies such as old 

identities and oppressive practices. 

The question is how to articulate these new identities and which methodology of 

identity construction will lead to the creation of free political orders. Criticizing orthodox 

Marxist economical essentialism of political identities, Mouffe and Laclau (Mouffe and 

Laclau 1985, 74) propose a renewed view on the constantly changing political identity, which 

is “far from being fixed from the beginning, constantly changes in the process” (ibid, 69). 

However, this flexible approach to the structure of the political does not abolish the notion 

of political identity in general and its role in political processes. The presence of identity, 

even in the form of ‘partial fixations’ and ‘nodal points’ (ibid, 101), is justified by its 

constitutional role in sustaining the differences of political agents. This fact presumably 

represents the very mechanism of the formation of society, which is “the construction of new 

differences” (ibid, 102), where each one strives to establish their own hegemony. The 

formation of differences with ‘partially established meanings’ thus constitutes the formation 

of social ontology. According to Mouffe and Laclau, social ontology resulted from 

articulated practices is radically open and plural. This character of social ontology determines 

the possibility of a multiplicity of political movements and their permanent struggles for 

establishing their own hegemony.  

Mouffe and Laclau develop their critique of identity and, at the same time, identity 

apologetics through various arguments. One aspect is their position on human subjectivity, 

which is “the critique of the rationalist concept of unitary subject” (Mouffe 1989, 35). Mouffe 

proposes “to develop a theory of the subject as a decentered, detotalized agent, a subject 

construed at the point of intersection of a multiplicity of subject-positions between which 

there exists no a priori or necessary relation and whose articulation is the result of hegemonic 

practices” (ibid, 25). This definition admittedly seems to threat the integrity of human 

personality, with some similarity to Hume’s definition of the self: “I may venture to affirm 

of the rest of mankind, that they are nothing but a bundle or collection of different 

perceptions, which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual 

flux and movement” (Hume 1888, 252). As a result, this critique exceeds merely the critique 

of the effects of ideology on human subjectivity. In other words, it is arguable whether the 

disconnection of identity with any kind of representation of the real in human subjectivity 

and individuality results precisely in human liberation from identity constraints. From 
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Mouffe’ and Laclau’ account, it results in destabilization of personal identity, independently 

of its political agency. 

Mouffe and Laclau’s apologetics of identity starts after they decipher the ideological 

character of all identities. Subsequently, they propose to use identity simply as a way to 

provisional political self-determination, in order to realize the agonistic agenda of sociality 

in general and one’s group intention in particular (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 21). They neglect 

to consider, however, that political performance confined to the frame of identity can be 

difficult to express. In fact, the same argumentation that the authors use to argue against 

expressing subjectivity and individuality through identity (ibid, 103) is applicable to their 

own proposal of limiting identity only to provisional and strategical political goals. For 

example, one of these goals would be to establish the identity of man to ensure the 

development toward humanity and without claiming that man is unchangeable and universal 

human identity (ibid, 105). I argue that an oversimplified understanding of political action 

actually stipulates this allegedly charitable and permissible interpretation of political identity 

and fails to account for other possible interpretations. I consider the moral limitations of such 

a rigid approach to political action, seen merely as a struggle of identities in the following 

chapter. 

Scholars have criticized Mouffe and Laclau’s agonistic approach to political 

participation from various angles (see, for example, the comprehensive account by Jones 

2014). However, I would like to focus on the criticism that addresses the process of identity 

formation and the role of political identity in general. My critique is the following: If Mouffe 

and Laclau’s main goal is to prove the contingency of all identities, their claim that critically 

reconstructed new identities should continue political activity without abandoning the notion 

of identity seems problematic. Instead, they justify political identity as a necessary condition 

for the differentiation of political agents. This strategy of multiplying political activity 

through the diversification and proliferation of political identities entails moral implications, 

which I consider in the fourth chapter.  

Since identities are explicitly situated and historically mediated, the notion that their 

concept of identity is essentialist could be dismissed at first glance. Mouffe and Laclau seem 

automatically protected from essentialist critique from this perspective (Smith 1998, 7). 

However, it is not clear how identities are protected from situated essentialism. Moreover, 

the notion of identity constitutes an unresolved issue to the authors: “This field of identities 

which never manage to be fully fixed […] [n]either absolute fixity nor absolute non-fixity is 
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possible” (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 100). Consequently, it is unclear how identities, even 

presented in the form of ‘floating signifiers’ (ibid, 113), which means their impossibility “of 

being wholly articulated to a discursive chain” (ibid) protect from essentialism. What remains 

then is to analyze the role, status, and phenomenology of political identities in the political 

performance of excluded groups.  

However, Mouffe and Laclau remain vague about their concept of political identities 

in additional ways. First, it lacks any kind of normative foundations apart from requiring 

mutual respect of political adversaries. The authors even consider social criticism as a “false 

and harmful consensus”, shaped in post-foundational terms (as defined by Marchart, see 

subchapter 3.3). Second, they restrict the complex content of individual political claims and 

experience through norms of internal validity, and confine it to the notion of political identity. 

Yet, political identity even as a provisional instrument of political struggle still remains 

symbolic and bears all consequences connected to symbolism and power.8 This 

‘autoconstituitivity’ (ibid, 144), which seeks to enhance the “plural and radical democratic 

imaginary”, remains restrictive in the end. Trying to escape the essentialism about human 

political identities, Mouffe and Laclau end up with essentialism about political performance. 

Fighting mostly against economic fundamentalism of Marxism in relation to the identity of 

movements, which renders them ‘working class’, and against the external determination of 

political identities by authorities, Mouffe and Laclau did not depart very far. In fact, their 

approach can be described as a plurality of identities, but they fail to substantially revise the 

notion of identity in relation to political action.  

Another problem with the agonistic approach to political inclusion is that permanent 

inherent struggle is as chimerical as the consensus in democratic deliberation criticized by 

the authors. It is therefore unclear whether forces struggle due to their natural performance 

of social agonism or because they begin to obey the social and political norm of rivaling in 

order to gain fair participation. In this case, the willingness to fight and the need to fight 

overlap because Mouffe and Laclau discovered and established the agonistic nature of 

democracy as a norm of political participation. In this case, the descriptive theory of the 

agonistic nature of social relations becomes a normative prescription for democratic 

procedures.  

                                                           
8 See the fourth chapter for a more detailed account of this aspect. 
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The theory of social antagonism then appears infallible because every political 

struggle or movement unwillingly supports the conception of permanent struggles. In other 

words, does every political struggle in question reflect what Mouffe and Laclau call social 

antagonism, or will it be a biased description and the specific struggle in question is a just a 

random political struggle? Mouffe and Laclau therefore expropriate all rights to theorize 

about political struggle. From their perspective, every single event of political fight will 

automatically be seen as an instance of the antagonistic nature of social relations, which may 

constitute a case of conformational bias. 

The normative foundation of the agonistic approach is another problematic issue. As 

mentioned above, Mouffe and Laclau justify the impossibility of comprehensive inclusion, 

assuming that the political is embedded in a sphere of indeterminacy. This sphere represents 

a principally open and unfinished order, constituted by permanent fights of political 

adversaries: 

“The rejection of privileged points of rupture and the confluence of struggles into a 

unified political space, and the acceptance, on the contrary, of the plurality and 

indeterminacy of the social, seem to us the two fundamental bases from which a new 

political imaginary can be constructed, radically libertarian and infinitely more 

ambitious in its objectives than that of the classic left” (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 

132). 

Defined in this manner, the authors cannot provide the normative foundations necessary for 

political inclusion in institutional and procedural terms. This view advocates the entitlement 

of all affected people to inclusion, similar to Hannah Arendt’s “right to have rights” (Arendt 

1951, 298), rather than prescribing normative procedures for conveying inclusion. The duty 

of inclusion thus lies not on democratic institutions, but on the excluded groups. Their duties 

consist in gaining the identity consciousness and in sustaining their political identities in 

order to engage in political fights. Schaap (2007) also points to the lack of descriptions of 

concrete procedures within the agonistic approach, which at the same time would control the 

commitment of political participants to ‘democratic equivalence’ and not violate the principle 

of the absence of authority and the of consensus: “Without an adequate conceptualization of 

the implication of an agonistic politics for democratic institutions, agonistic theories of 

democracy can be too easily dismissed as falling to offer a real alternative to dialogic 

liberalism” (Schaap 2007, 72). 

The only normative foundation for radical democratic proposed by Mouffe and 

Laclau is the mutual respect for the rights of others to participate in a political struggle. 
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However, it is not clear how exactly this mutual respect should be ensured and through which 

channels and by whom the control of adhering to the principle of “differential specificity 

with respect to the others” (Mouffe and Laclau 1985, 156) would be provided. Jones criticizes 

the authors in a similar manner by noting that Mouffe “fails to explain adequately what it is 

that persuades participants to act democratically and adhere to the requirements of agonal 

respect, not what should happen when the ethico-political principles of liberty and equality 

are not accepted” (Jones 2014, 14). Jones underlines the lack of any normative and 

institutional incentives for participants to follow even a minimal normative agenda in support 

of radical democracy.  

In the end, Mouffe and Laclau face a controversy because of their “principle of 

democratic equivalence” (ibid, 157). The controversy exists because this principle points to 

the necessity of solidarity between participants sharing universal democratic values in order 

to avoid an overlap of their claims. For example, striving for gender liberation should not 

hinder the betterment of labor conditions among workers. In other words, no social and 

political movements should struggle toward liberation at the expense of liberation rights of 

other groups. This, however, undermines the normative foundations of their agonistic theory 

constituted by radical pluralism and irresolvable differences of political participants. Yet, the 

‘principle of democratic equivalence’ is nothing more than public consensus even in its 

minimal interpretation, directly contradicting the principles of impossibility of consensus in 

the political sphere. Subsequently, their theory becomes not a liberating and emancipatory 

approach to radical democracy ‘free from consensus’, but rather another totalizing discourse, 

where difference of participants is treated as a normative foundation of the theory, without 

leaving room for free practice of the otherness of the Other, without a normative frame. 

Jones’ observation indicates that Mouffe and Laclau have some a priori democratic 

normative agenda, even claiming “the impossibility of establishing in a definite manner the 

meaning of any struggle” (ibid, 147) and “the fundamental ambiguity of the social” (ibid). 

These statements seemingly entail a normative permissiveness and radical plurality of 

political self-determination. Consequently, Mouffe and Laclau present a highly emancipatory 

political project, which necessitates the inclusion of radically different political groups with 

diverse political agendas. However, this project still cannot escape the homogeneity in their 

claim of the agonism.9 In other words, they paradoxically envisage radical pluralism in terms 

                                                           
9 Not speaking about the price to establish emancipation, but taking into account different levels of readiness to 

fight among excluded agents.  
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of normative monism about procedural social agonism and articulation practices. For 

example, Mouffe and Laclau criticize essentialist apriorism for its claim “to fix the meaning 

of any event independently of any articulatory practice” (ibid, 152). Wenman (2013) also 

notes that despite attempts to create all conditions for the enhancement of democratic values, 

Mouffe and Laclau’s account reminds of neo-conservative projects to protect society from 

destructive forces.  

At the core of the hidden normativism in the agonistic approach is the principle of 

democratic equivalence, according to which claims of different groups should not violate the 

principles of democracy and should not be performed “at the cost of the rights” (Mouffe 

1989, 42) of other affected groups. This is a strong normative claim that almost contradicts 

the genuine goals of agonistic politics. Knops discusses this aspect by pointing out that “it is 

difficult to see how the mechanism for reaching it can be other than a rational discussion” 

(Knops 2007, 117). In other words, not the presence of a hidden normative assumption is the 

object of critique in the agonistic approach of Mouffe and Laclau, but rather the fact that their 

theory might be self-contradictory. The theory of social agonism as based on procedures that 

are ‘free from consensus’ in the end cannot provide a viable alternative neither to Habermas’ 

theory of deliberative democracy, nor to Rawls’ theory of political liberalism.  

In an attempt to find a justification for the absence of consensus, Mouffe and Laclau 

position their project in a postmodern context: “It then becomes clear that what one means 

when one refers to postmodernity in philosophy is to recognize the impossibility of any 

ultimate foundation or final legitimation that is constitutive of the very advent of the 

democratic form of society” (Mouffe 1989, 34). For them, the difference between political 

forces serves as protection from authoritarian universalism (ibid, 36). That is why they focus 

their project on sustaining sharp identities of political actors to ensure plurality and protection 

from a descent into uncritical unity. Wenman (2013) summarizes the argument about mutual 

connections of difference, identity, and pluralism in the agonistic approach: “Pluralism can 

only be adequately formulated from a perspective that acknowledges the Derridean notion of 

differance as a ‘condition of possibility’ of identity” (Wenman 2013, 183).  

Seen from an angle of disconnected political practices, the approach of Mouffe and 

Laclau does not prevent residues of exclusive political practices. Jones notes that at best this 

project may assist with “the shift from the moral to the political”, which is “more likely to be 

inclusive and encourage participation from previously excluded citizens” (Jones 2014, 25). 
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In this manner, the author underlines that the agonistic political approach may serve a 

therapeutic function. 

I argue, however, that instead of creating a theory of political participation free from 

oppressive consensus or a post-modern political project adjusted by a post-foundationalist 

turn,10 Mouffe and Laclau created rather a hybrid theory of agonistic foundationalism and 

performative essentialism. This theory is confined to practices of agonistic struggles and the 

obligatory anti-foundationalist political commitment of political actors, which can be 

characterized as a bounded radical pluralism.  

For this purpose, the authors operate with the deconstruction of identity formation 

and outline its discursive character. They claim that “no identity is ever definitely established, 

there always being a certain degree of openness and ambiguity in the way the different 

subject-positions are articulated” (Mouffe 1989, 35). However, the discovery of the 

contingent and emerging character of political identities does not allow Mouffe and Laclau 

to abandon the concept of identity and its articulation as a tool for political appearance of 

excluded agents in general. In the end, political actors prescribe to perform their political 

activity in the frame of contingent political identities, which constitutes a restrictive 

methodology of political participation. I summarize this point as situated essentialism. This 

position of Mouffe and Laclau raises moral objections to their conception, which I will 

discuss in the fourth chapter.  

3.3 Cosmopolitan language of unity 

In this subchapter, I consider cosmopolitan strategies for political participation. 

Cosmopolitan approaches to political inclusion provide an alternative view on political 

participation, which exceeds the bounds of Western democracies and, at the same time, 

differences between political participants. I contrast cosmopolitan approaches with Irigaray 

as well as Mouffe and Laclau, for whom differences between political agents contribute to 

anti-unificatory and anti-authoritarian pluralism, which, in turn, becomes a condition for 

inclusive and transparent democratic orders.  

Cosmopolitan approaches, on the contrary, imply the creation of overarching 

worldwide communication and sustaining we-identities of people of all nations. Shared 

experiences of injustices and shared references to global justice contribute to unifying 

individuals. This perspective conveys political inclusion by creating a common grammar of 

                                                           
10 However, Laclau himself is often called one of the main post-foundational theorists. 
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injustices and an active involvement of all people in the process of communicative 

deliberation about new standards of the distribution of justice, the scope of citizenship and 

human rights. I address permanent dialogism and critical communicative engagement at the 

level of global democratic institutions as cosmopolitan strategies of political inclusion with 

a focus on works by Joshua Cohen and Oliver Marchart, while also taking into account the 

approaches of Nancy Fraser, and Etienne Balibar. These approaches do not exhaust the 

diverse and rich scope of discussions in cosmopolitan scholarship as part of contemporary 

political philosophy. For example, Benhabib’s work Anther Cosmopolitanism (2006) is a 

significant contribution to the modern debates about cosmopolitanism. However, I focus on 

these authors in order to demonstrate typical ways of discussing political inclusion in terms 

of the entitlement of individuals to communicate shared injustice and raise political claims 

at the global level, as well as to participate in decision-making through global democratic 

institutions. 

In this subchapter, I consider cosmopolitan strategies of inclusion from a perspective 

that enables all individuals in the world to challenge their local authorities with a reference 

to global democratic institutions as a stronger argument than prescriptions of local 

institutions of power. Another aspect is to question the functioning of these global democratic 

institutions and the entitlement of all individuals in the world to decision-making and 

considerations of global justice. Finally, I address the relevance of global democratic 

institutions to individual struggles against different kinds of oppression and exclusion within 

their local communities. Issues of citizenship, nation states, limits, duties, and borders of 

nation states, as well as their migrant policies in the cosmopolitan context have been broadly 

discussed in contemporary research and lie outside of the scope of this subchapter.  

Modern accounts on political cosmopolitanism coincide with the idea of creating a 

worldwide discursive space, where all cultures in the world can discuss questions concerning 

the redistribution of democratic values, for example human rights or difficulties with the 

redistribution of justice. Cosmopolitan language, in turn, describes a language that can 

express all claims about inequalities and injustices, where the reference to the world 

community plays a major role in the justification of justice claims. The following question 

illustrates the controversy of an all-inclusive cosmopolitan political order: Does the 

cosmopolitan language of justice substitute genuine claims of agents? Can all claims and 

sufferings be expressed through this language? Is it possible to reduce all political claims to 

a common denominator, which is a cosmopolitan language of shared political activity?  
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From a cosmopolitan perspective, the notion of the Other looks significantly 

different. For many cosmopolitan approaches, the notion itself is in fact redundant since the 

main normative foundation of cosmopolitanism is the entitlement to certain human rights of 

all people in the world., Skrbis, Kendall, and Woodward (2004), however, summarize the 

intention of cosmopolitanism as “a conscious openness to the world and to cultural 

differences” (Skrbis, Kendall, and Woodward 2004, 117). For reasons to be given I disagree 

with this observation and I will argue that it describes rather a multiculturalist perspective 

where cultural differences of individuals are encompassed from above. In contrast, genuine 

cosmopolitanism starts from the bottom, namely from treating all individuals as equally 

entitled to certain human rights, where cultural specificity is a secondary issue for self-

determination. I argue that the starting point for cosmopolitan theorizing is an initial 

similarity of people, where their differences are not sufficient to alter their claims to human 

rights. Cosmopolitan political approaches do not avoid the notion of political identity 

automatically due to their worldwide scope and relation to all people in the world. 

Cosmopolitan approaches require people to identify themselves as people of the 

world and as members of the world community. Therefore, cosmopolitan identity means, 

first, the realization of one’s belonging to humanity; and second, the realization of positions 

of other people in the world as initially equal and similarly conditioned. Skrbis, Kendall, and 

Woodward (2004) problematize the identity issue in modern cosmopolitan approaches: Their 

options for possible cosmopolitan identities, whether they are political leaders striving for 

international influence or homeless people who do not belong to any bounded community, 

are limited and external, because they define people in relation to formal criteria of mobility 

and citizenship. Regarding questions of political inclusion, internal factors of cosmopolitan 

identity matter, such as the role of local authorities or the treatment of others beyond one’s 

own local community. Internal factors, however, do not determine self-realization of 

individuals as members of the global community.  

A good example in this context are theories in which political inclusion, understood 

as including the greater number of people pursuing an access to political activity, is ensured 

through engagement in critical discussion at the global level. Operating with we-language in 

global communication aims at underlining the equal entitlement of people to justice and 

human rights, which signifies their genuine and meaningful political inclusion from a 

cosmopolitan perspective. Balibar (2015), Benhabib (2006), Cohen (2006), Fraser (2008), 

and Marchart (2016) use the potential of cosmopolitan concepts of global justice to reference 
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the notion of a global political community in order to ensure human rights and working 

democratic institutions.  

Joshua Cohen’s cosmopolitan approach to human rights provides a connection to 

membership rights and political inclusion as an object of global public reason (Cohen 2006). 

Despite the fact that global public reason works as a transnational democratic collaboration 

that defines what counts as human rights, Cohen does not abolish the notions of nation state 

and citizenship. His approach to discussing human rights also seeks to avoid imposing any 

golden standards of liberalism on other nations but takes into account country-specific factors 

for the definition of human rights (Cohen 2006, 234). I suggest that in Cohen’s view, not an 

individual but a nation state constitutes a political body. Nevertheless, individuals earn 

membership and political inclusion through nation states, through which they can affect the 

global discussion about human rights. However, although Cohen argues for the creation of a 

global communicative space to serve as a worldwide open-ended discussion about human 

rights (ibid, 236), he does not provide any procedural suggestions about individuals’ 

participation in these global institutions. The only exception might be his description of the 

membership in global public reason as existing “for all peoples, who share responsibility for 

interpreting its principles, and monitoring and enforcing them” (Cohen 2006, 236). Cohen is 

also not concerned with inner political inclusion within nation states. Individuals may live in 

precarious situations under oppression without participation in domestic decision-making 

procedures or to international exchanges with other peoples. These factors hinder 

individuals’ political inclusion in a state of global public reason, which demonstrates the 

limits of Cohen’s proposal. 

Cohen’s perspective is useful when the goal is to establish modest and loose global 

institutions, which are not dictating strict principles (for example, democratic structures and 

procedures) to individual nation states and do not become corrupted and institutions of 

oppression themselves. Argued from a different angle, this strategy of creating transnational 

space for public reason may have little impact on political inclusion within a country, since 

the right for self-determination of public policies is left to the nations themselves. In this 

sense, Cohen’s idea of global public reason does not challenge local authorities for the sake 

of cosmopolitan values such as a borderless global community. Global public reason instead 

means accumulating nations’ opinions in order to create universal standards of human rights 

that suit all possible political cultures in the world rather than challenge them. 
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The approaches of Fraser, Balibar, and Marchart are more advanced regarding 

political activity at the global level. They see more opportunities and normative value of 

direct access of individuals and social movements to a global public space and decision-

making opportunities. At the same time, they face problems proposing global democratic 

political orders, which would serve as a mechanism of political inclusion without regressing 

to institutions engaged in exercising of power. Oliver Marchart (2016) deals with this 

complex task by theorizing in terms of a democratic dispositive and democratic 

participation, relying on a post-foundationalist theoretical background. In Marchart’s 

account, active individual political performance drives the global condition of human rights, 

justice, and inclusion. According to Marchart, social movements should challenge local and 

transnational authorities, and through these permanent movements, create a situation of 

endless challenges to the public consensus and conditions of membership. He calls this 

process “a cosmopolitan democracy of movements” (Marchart 2016, 190).  

At the same time, democratic values in Marchart’s perspective are not stable and 

cemented as rules of one single institutional structure, but present concrete practices, 

performed by the active engagement of citizens in social movements. The author considers 

the movement from democratic action toward a democratic institutional order necessary to 

establish a real inclusive democracy. In that sense, democratic performativity always strives 

for the democratic dispositive, but never reaches it. This approach avoids two dangers: 1) the 

passivity of citizens, which disappears when they engage in democratic performances; 2) 

authoritarian institutionalism, which is prevented by a principally non-institutional 

democratic dispositive, which does not have access to any exclusive options compared to 

other institutions. Thus, the global inclusive democratic ideal works in Marchart’s account 

as a form of transnational democratization movements, which he defines as “[a]gents of 

democratic expansion – the expansion, that is, of the democratic horizon and the anarchic 

principles of the democratic revolution” (ibid, 190).  

This assumption about a permanent tension between social movements and a stable 

political order with an “institutionalization of rights” (ibid, 187) reminds of Mouffe and 

Laclau’s views on the hegemonic struggle, which is understandable since both authors are 

representative of a post-foundationalist tradition that typically roots true democratic 

processes between chaos of social disorder and institutionalized power structures. Thus, post-

foundationalism with a notion of permanent political activity dissolves the tension between 

authoritarian normativism as a basis of democracies and the need to organize social and 
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political issues in accordance with certain democratic norms and rules. This tension, in turn, 

is justified by an ethics of democracy: “[T]he ultimately ungrounded nature of one’s own 

project and objectives is precisely the sigh of an ethics of democracy” (ibid, 193). Thus, 

Marchart’s view on cosmopolitanism as “the exodus from order, rule, and governance” (ibid, 

197) conceives of political inclusion by challenging authorities and claims for one’s self-

sufficiency regarding political membership and participation. This is put into practice 

procedurally through democratic performative or active engagement in activities of social 

movements and struggles. The cosmopolitan perspective in this account supports the political 

by providing normative grounds for one’s political struggle against local power institutions. 

In a similar way, Balibar (2015) also focuses on the civic activity of individuals and 

their responsibility for inclusive practices both within local societies and at the global level. 

Balibar relies on an ideal notion of Greek political life in the form of politea as characterized 

by self-governance and equality.11 Provided active civic engagement, these principles are 

supposed to make institutions of power redundant for society. In Balibar’s terms, the 

symbolic democratic dispositive implies an indefinite institution or “indefinite office” 

(Balibar 2015, 14), i.e. an overarching recognition of democratic values without their 

reification in concrete rules and authorities. Similar to Marchart’s suspension from the 

established democratic order, Balibar argues for democratization instead of democracy, 

which delineates the permanent exercising of democratic practices, challenging borders of a 

local community with a reference to the global community, and practicing ‘inner’ political 

inclusion. Inner political inclusion emerges in these conditions because of permanent 

negotiations of democratic principles, as well as discussions about allowing new political 

identities to participate in political discourses.  

Fraser (2008) also emphasizes the notion of political inclusion by means of permanent 

discussions of injustice at the global level, similar to Balibar. However, Fraser more than 

Marchart and Balibar focuses on creating concrete global institutions that redistribute justice. 

Justice in Fraser’s account has a threefold character: economic exchange, cultural 

recognition, and political inclusion. Fraser prioritizes the institutional ability to provide 

concrete political decisions against the threat of “institutionalizing or rights” (Marchart 2016, 

187) and loss of the critical ability to engage in democratic discussion within an institutional 

order.  

                                                           
11 Interestingly to note are differences between the views on Greek’s politea as a reification of real democracy 

by Irigaray and Balibar.  
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The proposed mechanism of political inclusion is the dialogical participation of 

identities excluded from sufficient redistribution of justice, and which, therefore, are able to 

discover hidden injustices. Cosmopolitan political arrangements in terms of global 

democratic institutions in Frasers’ account thus provide equal participation of political actors 

in articulating and rearticulating “the grammar of justice” (Fraser 2008, 422). Dialogical 

participation framed by global institutions represents a “transnational civil society” (ibid, 

397), responsible for political inclusion at the global level with institutional guarantees of 

protecting this inclusion. 

The cosmopolitan approaches of Fraser, Balibar, and Marchart, similar to Irigaray 

and Mouffe, and Laclau, admit the danger of identity thinking, which they situate in the civic 

passivity of individuals. Nevertheless, they do not seek to reinforce plurality by means of 

reinforcing identities as a tool against unifying the pressure of nation states, but rather to 

prevent this passive participation in civic activity. The passivity of citizens, rather than their 

unity, serves as the basis for unjust and oppressive orders according to these approaches. 

Each of them underlined the importance of individual engagement in establishing one’s 

rights. Cohen’s view on a cosmopolitan world-order, in contrast, sees individual engagement 

confined to the borders of nation states and local political authorities.  

Nevertheless, modern cosmopolitan approaches have various problems and 

limitations. The first problem concerns normative claims of a global order without structures 

of power, namely the question of how to organize a global democratic community so that it 

does not exhibit the same shortages local institutions of power are confronted with. In the 

worst case, global democratic institutions will mirror typical national institutions, without 

adding emancipatory and liberating options to their procedures and inner workings. 

However, Marchart’s account neatly describes a possible global arrangement by providing 

certain moral advancements of humanity, where citizenship does not prevent the full-fledged 

realization of human rights at the global level. The second problem consists in reconciling 

bounded democratic communities and global democratic orders. Third, the problem of 

articulated identities is surfaces also in cosmopolitan approaches, in ways similar to Irigaray 

and Mouffe, and Laclau. Despite the worldwide scope of cosmopolitan approaches, 

individuals do not automatically fall under the jurisdiction of the global democratic 

community. The process of self-identification as a citizen of the world precedes cosmopolitan 

political inclusion, as well as the articulation of this identity and of one’s political needs and 

claims stemming from this identity. This means, in turn, that cosmopolitan approaches to 
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political participation are not free from problems of linguistic engagement in sustaining one’s 

political image. Consequently, I will address the moral implications resulting from a 

cosmopolitan perspective on political participation in the fourth chapter. 

 

3.4 Conclusion of the third chapter 

I analyzed three different approaches to political inclusion in this chapter. They consider 

articulation and rearticulation of the grammar of oppression, justice, domination, and genuine 

claims of excluded agents as necessary tool for their strategies of political inclusion. These 

theoretical approaches understand language and its symbolism as a powerful tool responsible 

for the symbolical and institutional exclusion of people from political participation and 

representation. In a sense, Irigaray, Mouffe and Laclau, as well as cosmopolitan theorists 

point to one common problem: (symbolically and institutionally) bounded communities with 

an unchallengeable authority and closed channels for the appearance of the Other in public 

space. Yet, these approaches differ in relation to the procedures of rearticulation of 

dominating exclusive discourses and in relation to the desired vision of ultimate political 

inclusion. 

Accordingly, the strategies for recognizing the Other and their political inclusion 

differ in these accounts. In comparison with Mouffe and Laclau, Irigaray’s approach does 

not imply only engaging in the dominating discourse of power. For Irigaray, it would mean 

keeping the discourse of the Same and its exclusionary practices in place, even in the renewed 

image as allegedly free from oppressive mechanisms. Irigaray suggests that only building 

specifically feminine verbal and non-verbal language can ensure genuine female participation 

in the public sphere. Although, as Deutscher convincingly argues regarding limitations of 

Irigaray’s political strategy: “Neither the language of equality nor that of difference is  

especially secure from rerouting to cynical purposes” (Deutscher 2002, 9). Irigaray’s gender-

emancipating project to a certain extent then depends on the ethical change in communities 

and their turn toward the recognition of the Other. 

Cosmopolitan approaches, in turn, heavily rely on their justification of inclusion as a 

subset of human rights in their strategies of political inclusion. According to Cohen, basic 

human rights underlie rights of membership and political inclusion (Cohen 2006, 226). For 

cosmopolitan theorists, global engagement in critical discussion about the content of human 
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rights, the grammar of justice and injustice, as well as participation in global decision-making 

constitute political inclusion and recognition.  

Despite the fact that sustaining identities serve as different purposes in the political 

projects of Irigaray as well as Mouffe, and Laclau, they heavily rely on identity consciousness 

and its establishment for excluded agents. In a sense, excluded groups are themselves 

responsible for their inclusion. This in turn leads to a problematic understanding of 

democratic institutions. Cosmopolitan approaches focus less on the notion of identity of 

participants, despite a strong demand for the agenda of excluded agents. In addition, the 

activity of participants plays an important role in this context (Balibar 2015, 13).  

Irigaray and Mouffe, in turn, are cautious about methodological individualism. For 

Irigaray, neutral individuals without clearly reflected gender identities always bear the threat 

of descending into the economy of the Same and neglecting the difference of agents. For 

Mouffe, abandoning the notion of political identity means the descent to liberal 

individualism, where political struggle exists out of egoistic and utilitarian motives. 

Nonetheless, their cautiousness led them to another threat – essentialism of political 

performance – that consists of understanding political actions through the identity of political 

agents. While the authors argue against the position that identity represents individuals, they 

fail to realize that instead their proposal propagates essentialism about political performance. 

I consider the moral implications of this result in the next chapter. 
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4. LANGUAGE, POWER, AND IDENTITY: MORAL LIMITS OF INCLUSION 

THROUGH ARTICULATION OF IDENTITIES 

After analyzing the approaches to political inclusion developed by Luce Irigaray, Chantal 

Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau, as well as the cosmopolitan perspective in previous chapters, I 

will now address the moral limitations of these approaches. The approaches mentioned before 

are driven by morally justified and noble goals: to challenge oppressive and exclusive power 

structures and find routes to better democracies. However, the methods they propose to 

achieve these goals may lead them to certain moral complications and, consequently, to 

limitations of applying these approaches to political inclusion from an ethical perspective, 

that proponents of these approaches themselves may find problematic.  

As shown in the previous chapter, the articulation of the identities of oppressed 

groups makes their existence visible and thus allows them to become agents of decision-

making and political participation. Irigaray is interested in the establishment of ‘I-You’ 

relationships between agents, where the recognition of the Other and their bodily existence 

becomes a necessary condition for establishing democratic societies without oppression. 

Bodily existence means a physical visibility of females in public space, where specificities 

of their body are taken into account and public discourses have a proper terminology for 

describe females’ bodies (for example, in medical discourse). Mouffe and Laclau propose to 

critically engage in the hegemonic building of identities, recognizing them as products of 

ideological control in rearticulating new identities that are relevant not to the needs of power 

structures, but to the intrinsic traits of excluded groups. As a result, Mouffe and Laclau 

envisage radical democratic society as constant agonism between different identities, where 

‘we-them’ relationships prevail. Cosmopolitan projects of political participation, despite 

their universal character, are also built around ‘we’ identities, where in order to fulfill 

cosmopolitan political conditions individuals should reciprocally recognize themselves as 

equal citizens of the world. For them, identities of agents, who see themselves as belonging 

to humankind and to the world community, become a normative platform for the articulation 

of cosmopolitan moral and political claims.  

As argued before, these approaches consider the articulation of identities in language 

necessary tools for political inclusion. Nevertheless, all notions of language and identity are 

highly controversial issues in many fields of philosophy and the social sciences, which means 

that reliance on these two notions in building a theory requires accuracy and attention.  
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The search for an alternative understanding of language, a simple representative 

theory of language, as well as doubts concerning the adequacy of language to represent reality 

were concerns of many prominent philosophers for centuries. A central issue addressed in 

the scope in the theories we have discussed is the problem of connecting language with 

instruments of power, and the establishment of the link between language, its symbolic 

function, and dominating tools of power authorities. For example, the ideological character 

of language as an attribute of logocentric oppressive culture is an object of sustained critique 

by postmodern and critical theorists. Mayr provides a typical example of this type of 

criticism: 

We are particularly concerned with the hegemonic rise of specific institutional 

discourses over others in ‘late modern’ or ‘new capitalist’ societies, such as the 

discourse of ‘enterprise’ which espouses a purely economic model as the model for 

all undertaking including previously ‘non-economic’ public institutions (e.g. health-

service) in a wider ‘enterprise culture’ (Mayr 2008, 3; orig. emphasis). 

Another angle of critique of the representative ability of language comes from the pragmatist 

side, which questions the connection between language and facts of reality and proposes a 

contextual character of language. Irigaray, Mouffe and Laclau as well as cosmopolitan 

scholars seek to enhance political inclusion by allowing the inclusion of new identities 

articulated through language. Therefore, they inevitably face problems arising from language 

itself. 

 The second important notion of these approaches, identity, is similarly problematic 

in ethics and political philosophy. Leftist and critical scholars have brought forward 

prominent criticism of identity thinking, for example, by Adorno, Horkheimer, Foucault, and 

Zizek. In these cases, they understand identity thinking as a lack of critical thinking that 

manifests the uncritical reproduction of power mechanisms. From this perspective, identity 

thinking itself hinders inclusion and liberation, not only some particular oppressive political 

arrangements.  

In a narrower sense, political identity as a characteristic of agents belonging to some 

group, questions of identity recognition and its relation to power is critically discussed in the 

literature (for example, see Ackelsberg 1996; Bamberg et al. 2011; Wodak 2011 and 2012; 

Kopytowska 2012; Stuckey 2013; Martin-Albo and de Gregorio-Godeo 2013; Sindic, 

Barreto, and Costa-Lopes 2015). 
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Nevertheless, there are also some attempts to defend the idea of identity in the face 

of the challenge coming from postmodern emphasis on ambiguity of political positions and 

agendas (Moya and Garcia 2000; Huddy 2013). They consider enhancement of identities not 

as a condition of political inclusion, but as a tool for the support of working political 

structures in society. 

What makes the notion of identity problematic in a moral sense is the attempt of 

identity scholars to represent all experiences of individual exclusion and experiences of 

suffering. This argument provides a ground for moral objections to theories of identical 

inclusion, where political agents appear not as individuals, but firstly as parts of certain 

identity (for example, race, gender, class). Identities are included and they share the benefits 

of political inclusion. This raises the question of whether a definition of political identity 

exists in terms of morality and freedom, where individuals have solidarity with a certain 

identity and the symbolism of political identity does not violate their moral responsibility and 

rights of individual self-determination. At the same time, conceiving of such non-identical 

political self-determination would not lose one’s political position in uncritical 

authoritarianism, nihilism, and relativism. 

Apologists of identity inclusion usually neglect to consider that if individuals were 

excluded as a group before, they probably cannot be included back as the same group. 

Exclusion in accordance to a group token is considered wrong, but identity theorists at times 

suggest reversing the situation by including people in accordance with their group identity, 

not in accordance with the right and dignity of individuals to participate. In this case, making 

individuals act in accordance with their symbolic identity means alienating them from their 

personal attitude toward inclusion. Social-identity theory with its notion of in-group bias and 

liberal perspectives raise other objections to identity mechanisms for inclusion. The former 

restricts the identity agenda, whereas the latter points out that a focus on the specificity of 

identities must not supersede the equality of individuals.  

Taking into account the problematic status of language as a candidate for genuine and 

unbiased representation of political identities and criticism of identity politics as well as 

identity thinking, I suggest that accounts of Irigaray, Mouffe, Laclau, as well as cosmopolitan 

thinkers, are morally limited. This chapter therefore aims to answer the following questions: 

1) To what extent can the language of power be overcome by new political identities and 

their discourses? 2) To what extent are the linguistic strategies of political inclusion of the 

aforementioned approaches a viable program for the refinement of political transparency and 
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freedom? 3) Do the theoretical approaches mentioned above succeed in this task (without a 

hidden contribution to maintaining dominating discourses of power, by engaging in 

articulation and rearticulation)?  

Despite some resemblance of this argument with leftist critique, the aim here is to 

provide an ethical view on limitations of these approaches. In order to fulfill this task, I 

examine moral perplexities of the relationships between the discourse of power and new 

identities. Using the argument of strong and complex connections of language in public space 

and power (Foucault 1980; Mayr 2008; Wodak 2011 and 2012), I investigate some moral 

implications these approaches face when articulating identities as a strategy of genuine 

political inclusion and enhancement of political freedom and liberty. Thus, my critique bears 

an immanent character in relations to these approaches. 

First, there is a question about realism and essentialism of political identities. Does 

the focus on identities of agents disturb the moral autonomy of individuals, their right to self-

determination, and thus their rights to enjoy personal political participation and freedom 

without having their political needs confined to the frame of identity?  

Second, the question is whether identities of excluded agents in practice limits the 

experience of individuals and suppresses the other important (inexpressible) features of 

excluded agents, thus contributing to their existential emasculation. 

Third, is it morally right to use the language of power for articulating new identities, 

and to what extent is it possible to avoid submitting new identities to the dominating 

discourse?  

Finally, the limits of inclusion are considered. If the articulation of exclusion is a 

sufficient condition for inclusion, then there is a danger to neglect the political agenda of new 

political identities. From this perspective, we face the paradox where feminist identities have 

no moral preferences about fascist identities. Moreover, the approaches discussed here lack 

normative justification in general for why political inclusion is a morally privileged position 

in comparison with exclusive arrangements. Beyond the difference of the group and 

uniqueness of its shared experience of social exclusion and marginalization, they do not 

provide more precise normative grounds for the ethics of political inclusion. This ambiguity 

may give rise not only to the inclusion of actually oppressed groups, but at the same time 

legitimize undemocratic and dangerous groups, such as right-wing movements. Therefore, a 

major objection to these approaches is that they lack the normative foundations for inclusion, 

not that they lack prohibitive mechanisms. 
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In sum, the strategy of political inclusion by methods of language articulation seems: 

1) complicated, since “communication is at all times already penetrated by power” 

(Flyvbjerg 1998, 216), as argued by Flyvbjerg in reference to Nietzsche, Foucault, 

and Derrida: “It is therefore meaningless, according to these thinkers, to operate with 

a concept of communication in which power is absent” (ibid, 216). In other words, 

the question is whether it is ever possible to create new identities, independent from 

power biases.  

2) morally questionable due to previously mentioned reasons since it is not clear 

whether the concept of identity inclusion presents a solution to enhance political 

freedom and whether inclusion actually creates public recognition. To what extent is 

it morally correct to sustain political inclusion and participation through the 

recognition of identities? To what extent are contents of identities morally justified 

themselves? 

The aforementioned problems are especially relevant in the context of the public appearance 

and recognition of minority groups and their claims for inclusion, as well as the interest of 

theorists in normative grounds of their political participation. It is particularly important to 

rethink political participation (see, for example, Kulynych 1997) and the notion of identities 

in the modern world, where two processes can be observed simultaneously: 1) the 

postmodern blurring of all known and sharp once-and-forever given identities that represent 

some real essence; and 2) the appearance of earlier suppressed minorities in a public sphere 

that requires their recognition and definition as self-sufficient participants. 

 

4.1 Realism about political identities  

The first moral objection to the approaches of Irigaray, Mouffe and Laclau, and partly also 

the cosmopolitan perspective is the following. By emphasizing the introduction of new 

identities to public space and making excluded groups act and participate in politics under 

this identity from thereon, they focus on the reality of articulated identities and their 

relevance to the ‘true state of affairs’. However, they criticize exactly these traits of 

oppressive orders – to make contingent identities real. Therefore, they themselves commit 

the same moral fallacy. 

A political identity appears as a morally questionable tool for political inclusion, 

because according to research literature identity was serving as an instrument of power to 
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artificially group people for political purposes. Strong supporters of the social and linguistic 

genesis of all identities (see, for example, Wodak 2012) argue that all known identities that 

group and classify individuals are products of language and social order. According to this 

approach, all identities are thus not real, but constructed either by ideology and the 

dominating discourse (for example, ‘dangerous Jews’ in Nazi Germany), or by people 

themselves (national identities). Kopytowska (2012) outlines alternative, more flexible 

approaches to forming identities, using a triad of ideology, identity, and interaction. 

The articulation of political identity for a group of people excluded from full 

participation and admitting their status as real and thus sufficient for political inclusion, can 

serve three different and contradictory functions: 1) contribute to their recognition and 

participation in a communal decision-making process; 2) contribute to maintaining the power 

discourse when grouping people in accordance to some feature and thus establishing 

prejudiced knowledge of that group; 3) contribute to the creation of dangerous identities, 

which may foster exclusive, criminal, and destructive forces (for example, right-wing 

identities, ultra-nationalist identities). 

The literature on gender realism and biological determinism, racial questions as well 

as national and multicultural issues widely discusses and criticizes this problematic status of 

identity realism. However, I contend that scholars in this field have so far neglected moral 

implications of realist perceptions of political identities. 

The realist objection to the identity strategy is especially relevant for Irigaray’s 

philosophy, since she makes female biological identification and bodily existence a ground 

for their inclusion of people in cultural, social, and political life, which in turn raises moral 

questions about her proposal. At the same time, Irigaray’s approach might claim some 

validity because recognizing the reality of female bodily practices is inevitable at the stage 

of enhancing a group identity in order to claim certain political rights. Ford provides a typical 

definition from a pro-identity perspective: 

“Because the members of almost any self-conscious social group share some 

practices, norms, mannerisms, and narratives, all of the canonical social groups of 

contemporary identity politics can be said to have a distinctive culture. An abstract 

commitment to cultural difference can join disparate groups in a coalition: organized 

around the ideal of cultural difference” (Ford 2005, 55). 

Sharing all significant experiences and sufferings in reality is, however, different from 

articulating them through language and building them into a symbolic identity. Subsequently, 
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this identity is imposed on individuals. In other words, do people who share some sufferings 

and have similar experiences, cultural practices, lifestyles, economic, and political conditions 

that significantly differentiate them from other groups, have the same identity and 

identification? In addition, the situation becomes even less clear when one discusses certain 

vague, belief-centered identities, for example left or right or green, although these identities 

also are capable of articulating existential experiences of suffering or exclusion.  

Some of the questions arising from this discussion are: Will this post-factum 

identification be epistemologically robust, morally correct, and useful for political inclusion 

and lead to increased political participation for this group? How long after successful 

inclusion will members of this group retain this identity to access public space? Is their 

participation without the articulation or rearticulation of their identity valid anymore?  

Irigaray discusses the question of female identity particularly in her work Democracy 

Begins Between Two (2000). Since in the philosophy of Irigaray, females are the main figures 

in the transformative political project of women’s emancipation and their social and political 

liberation, Irigaray discusses problems of their identities in detail.  

Irigaray argues that the central issue of feminist movements, the decision about 

biological or social identity of females, is a pseudo-dilemma since both biological and 

symbolical aspects of female’s lives suffer oppression and require improvement. In the essay 

Female Identity: Biology or Social Conditioning? established female identity is contrasted 

not with strong individualism, but with a lack of self-perception and something impersonal: 

“Feminism’s blindest alley is to force women into a deconditioning which strips them of their 

feminine identity in order to attain an undifferentiated state of universality to be shared in a 

masculine or neutral world” (Irigaray 2000, 37). Individuals, according to Irigaray, get their 

position as agents of political will only through their gender consciousness, which constitutes 

a restrictive view on their political participation. Irigaray thus argues that “‘the step which 

women have to take is to obtain positive rights of citizenship in female mode” (ibid, 38). 

Self-sufficiency of members of a group, where their statuses are not defined only in 

relation to a dominating class is a goal of Irigaray’s political scholarship: ”A right to civil 

maturity […] is indispensable to ensure that each woman can and must exist as such” (ibid, 

38). Irigaray’s justification of this position reads as follows:  

“Democracy cannot have its basis in any form of power […] other than one in which 

men and women coexist as sovereign beings: a woman or a man, capable of sharing 

a right of this sort to exist in a community made up of woman and men. Democracy 
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begins through a civil relationship, protected by rights, between a man and a woman, 

a male citizen and a female citizen, each and every citizen” (ibid, 39; orig. emphasis).  

The author thus strongly emphasizes the determination of two agents as a condition of 

democratic interactions: “The foundations of democracy have, therefore, to be renewed as 

being-two, on the basis of a just relationship between two beings” (ibid, 118). 

However, Irigaray seems to argue against identity thinking in her critiques of the 

economy of the Same, which is built on the recognition of only one, masculine, identity and 

a lack of recognizing the existence of the Other. An alternative interpretation would pose that 

she might simply argue against the dominance of a single identity and not against the identity-

centered social and cultural order, expressed in her conception of the culture of difference: 

“Only a new alliance and a new friendship between the genders, that is between nature and 

culture, will teach us how to develop other customs and other laws in respect for the other as 

other” (ibid, 119).  

Irigaray follows in the Kantian tradition of political rationality, since she believes in 

the possibility of a rational, just, and inclusive political order. Nature, in her words, is 

associated with irrationality, which in this tradition is associated with violence, domination, 

and the rule of the strongest. As Kant writes in Metaphysics of Morals:  

“Human beings act in a violent and malevolent manner, and they tend to fight among 

themselves until an external coercive legislation supervenes […] The first decision 

the individual is obliged to make, if he does not wish to renounce all concepts of right, 

will be to adopt the principle that one must abandon the state of nature in which 

everyone follows his own desires, and unite with everyone else (with whom he cannot 

avoid having intercourse) in order to submit to external, public and lawful coercion” 

(Kant 1991 MM, 137). 

Culture according to Irigaray describes a rule of justice, rational social and political order, 

where gender equality is a result of bringing up. She summarizes her notion of a democratic 

ideal as follows: “To bring a community up of sovereign male and female citizens into being 

would be a fine democratic for women to accomplish” (Irigaray 2000, 39). Thus, some form 

of enlightenment that avoids gender oppression and exclusion (and oppression and exclusion 

in general) will contribute to a just and inclusive democracy. However, such an approach 

leaves no room for transformability and performativity, changing the current emancipated 

identity, for flexibility, freedom, and transgression. From the perspective of the right of an 

individual to choose their method of self-determination, this approach is clearly limited, as 
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becomes apparent when the notion of gender transcends the male-female distinction, and the 

very notion of gender is questioned.  

Another objection to Irigaray is the lack of clarity regarding her notion of the 

democratic order. In fact, she argues against the notion of gender equality and favors only 

gender specificity. The conflict between liberalism and identity politics, i.e. between 

specificity and equality, is therefore particularly relevant to Irigaray’s approach.  

Related to the problem of identity realism of the second approach by Mouffe and 

Laclau is the following. Although they argue for the a priori political essence of all identities, 

in line with the mainstream critique of identity politics, they still face moral problems as long 

as inclusion is considered through political identities.  

Laclau discusses the process of identity formation and construction in the following 

manner, with a reference to a psychoanalytical notion of identification: “One needs to 

identify with something because there is an originary and insurmountable lack of identity” 

(Laclau 1994, 3). At the same time, Laclau distinguishes between construction and 

recognition of identities. Accordingly, the more we challenge political authorities, the less 

we can rely on maintaining the social by sedimented social practices and “more new acts of 

political intervention and identification are socially required” (ibid, 4). This process precedes 

the politicization of social identities in order to engage in antagonistic political life and 

striving for a better democracy. Identity, according to Laclau, fills the nothingness: “The 

acceptance of the Law – that is, the principle of organization as opposed to ‘nothingness’ – 

is the acceptance of the Law because it is Law, not because it is rational” (Laclau and Zac 

1994, 15).  

Consider now the criticism of Smith (1994) of essentialism of identities in this 

context. Essentialism, according to Smith, may lead either to tagging and sorting people by 

power in accordance with one criterion, or to raising an exclusive consciousness of group 

members inside the group. The former aspect constitutes a violation of the rights of 

individuals, because due to this tagging, people find themselves in precarious situations of 

wrong identification. In the latter case, in turn, the reality of identities gives rise to members’ 

feelings of superiority over other groups and a wish to compete with them, rather than just 

enjoy their participation in politics. This observation by Smith fits Mouffe and Laclau’s 

desire for social agonism of concurrent political rivalries, but at the same time highlights 

moral problems of their approach to political inclusion.  
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Another related ethical issue is a discrepancy between individuals and their self-

proclaimed political identities, even when they rearticulate these identities in the most 

liberating and emancipating manner. Identities may not be real, which these theorists claim 

themselves, but political participation under these identities are real, and thus bears all moral 

consequences of realistically treated identities. Any articulated identity automatically 

belongs to the realm of language and thus symbolism. Nonetheless, individuals may still be 

excluded as subjects of will. 

The realistic understanding of political identity may therefore counteract political 

inclusion goals, undermining freedom and the moral right of individuals to self-

determination. By imposing certain essential features on individuals’ political expression, the 

symbolical linguistic whole means more than traits of the individual.  

A problem arises when a basis for creating an identity constitutes an articulation of 

certain real traits of individuals – for example, the rhetoric of race or sexual orientation, 

which makes references to the biological condition that constraints identity and serves as a 

reason for oppression. Here, the threat of essentialism is more prominent in its attempt to 

express the real and essential political experience and embrace political performance of 

excluded individuals. In this relation, identities bear the threat of realism in a moral sense by 

prescribing certain features to individuals and containing the reference to a more general 

entity and its language. Autonomy of will is challenged in this case. 

 

4.2 Defined identities as limitations of political performance and threat to individual 

freedom 

As seen from the previous chapter, approaches to identities of Irigaray and Mouffe and 

Laclau operate with notions of well-defined political identities, which are inevitably based 

on a relevant and real trait of all members of oppressed groups, and consequently face the 

moral problem of undermining the right of individuals to self-determination and autonomy 

of will. 

Another problem is the rational character of articulating identities, which consists of 

sufficient and exhaustive information about individuals to ensure their political 

representation. The proposed sufficiency of the individual’s experience leads to the moral 

problem of limiting political agendas of excluded actors and violating their experiences and 
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rights to participation and self-determination, and it leads to existential devastation of 

oppressed individuals. 

Theodor Adorno’s work Negative Dialectics (1973) contains an extensive critique of 

identity thinking and its ability to grasp essential characteristics. The most striking anti-

identity passages occur first in his formulation about contradiction in dialectics:  

“Contradiction […] indicates the untruth of identity, the fact that the concept does not 

exhaust the thing conceived. Yet the appearance of identity is inherent in thought 

itself, in its pure form. To think is to identify […] dialectics is the consistent sense of 

nonidentity” (Adorno 1973, 4-5).  

Second, his conclusion about roots of the emergence of ideology also illustrates this point: 

“Identity is the primal form of ideology” (ibid, 148). Cook comprehensively summarizes the 

process of the emergence of identity thinking in Adorno’s work: 

“It was the primal fear of nature that first spawned identity-thinking. In fear, the 

subject slowly differentiated itself from objects while attempting simultaneously to 

assimilate them with its concepts. But far from escaping the powers of nature through 

such conceptual assimilation, the subject was actually binding itself all the more to 

nature by perpetuating ‘a thinking that identifies, that equalized everything unequal” 

(Cook 2001, 3).  

This passage of Adorno resembles Irigaray’s diagnosis of Western political culture, based on 

the following understanding of identity of subject: 

“Western philosophy […] started from a singular subject. For centuries no-one 

imagined that different subjects might exist and […] that man and woman might be 

different subjects […]. The fundamental model of the human being remained 

unchanged: one, singular, solitary and historically masculine, that of the adult 

Western male, rational, competent […]. This philosophical model correspond, in fact, 

to the political model of a single leader, judged the best, and the only one capable of 

governing more or less civil citizens possessed of a more or less human identity” 

(Irigaray 2000, 122).  

Although they arrive at different conclusions, Adorno’s critique of identity-thinking and 

identity formation does not imply a positive practical reconciliation, but instead permanent 

“criticism of the universal and of the particular; identifying acts which judge whether the 

concept does justice to what it covers, and whether the particular fulfils its concept – these 

constitute the medium of thinking about the nonidentity of particular and concept” (Adorno 

1973, 146).  

Irigaray, in turn, anticipates the critical engagement in practicing differences of 

agents by rational establishment of their identities: “The question of who the other is has not 
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been well formulated in the Western tradition, in which the other is always the other of a 

singular subject and not another subject, irreducible to the masculine subject and of equal 

dignity” (ibid, 124). This leads Irigaray away from Adorno’s intuitions about the inadequacy 

of concepts of identity to express personal performance, as summarized by Cook: “Adorno 

believed that many objects could not be completely subsumed under concepts […] because 

these objects fail to fulfill their concepts, or to manifest the better potential intimated in them” 

(Cook 2001, 7). 

 As a result, Irigaray encounters another moral problem in her approach – the 

limitation of individuals’ transformative capability and performativity, which follows from 

the bet on identity. Following Irigaray’s logic, performative and transformative political 

gesture of transgression appears as an act of non-identical self-realization, which exceeds 

Irigaray’s own limitations of her project as identity-based. When only identity-determined 

actions count as a political performance, other performative and transgressive emancipatory 

actions not bounded by identity would fail to constitute a minimal case of meaningful 

political action. It is therefore a morally problematic account because it fails to recognize 

many non-identical types of political performance.  

Kulynych’s analysis of the character of political actions presents an interesting 

contribution to this debate (Kulynych 1977). The author considers political action within 

modern political reality as performative, where political actions are not derivative from 

certain identities and political agendas attributed to them but defined by an emotional and 

personal impetus. This process often takes place in demonstrations and movements of 

suffering and excluded groups, which have nothing to lose: “The performative aspect of 

demonstration cannot be adequately captured with the lens of truth and justice. The protestor 

is not trying to make a point, to prove that the system is unjust. Rather, the protestor exposes 

the contingency of justice itself” (ibid 333).  

Kulynych’s analysis also shows that political action often challenges the contingency 

of authorities rather than come out with their own full-fledged rational political program. 

This interpretation of political action of suppressed groups as performative resistance 

demonstrates that political claims sometimes have nothing to do with identity claims. 

Kulynych’s approach thus defines political participation broader than simply revering to 

certain stabilizing features and obvious attempts to express all individuals’ experiences of 

oppression under the title of a single identity, instead arguing in favor of “identities that are 

unimaginable within the current cultural imaginary” (ibid 345). This perspective on political 
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actions shows that in the case of protest activities, positive identities become something 

unwanted and signify naming instruments of power when individuals become extremely 

sensitive to any attempt to label them, even with a good purpose. 

Spontaneous political events constitute another case that highlights the limitations of 

the identity approaches by Irigaray, Mouffe, and Laclau. In the following passage, Kulynych 

describes moments when political inclusion may bear a broader character than that discerned 

by identity strategies: “Studies of participation must concern themselves not just with those 

activities we intentionally take part in and easily recognize as political participation, but also 

with those accidental, unplanned, and often unrecognized instances of political participation” 

(Kulynych 1997, 338). Another problem that connects to the content of identity is the 

homogenous character of this content, which can be found in the work of Irigaray, Mouffe, 

and Laclau. This problem is discussed by many feminist thinkers, which argue that identities 

are influenced by several irreducible factors, where some of these traits may create conflicts 

within members of one group who share certain criteria (for example, ‘woman’), but are 

drastically different according others (for example, ‘white landlord female’ vs. ‘black slave 

female’). 

 In response to this challenge, Crenshaw presents an intersectional theory of 

differences and a strategic approach to political identities, where they are treated in a strategic 

and symbolical manner. The author points to another issue, namely that group identity can 

diminish differences between people within one group: “The problem with identity politics 

is not that it fails to transcend differences, as some critics charge, but rather the opposite – 

that it frequently conflates or ignores intragroup differences” (Crenshaw 1991, 1241-1299). 

Thus, Crenshaw’s overlapping view on differences within identities provides an alternative 

perspective on the problem of strictness and limitations of articulated identities. However, 

this approach faces a different problem as pointed out by Devine. According to this argument, 

the gathering of class-consciousness is a limitation of a person’s right to individual self-

determination and moral autonomy, where “social identity represents a process of 

depersonalization” (Devine 2015, 6).  

The debate between Rorty and certain feminist authors (for example, Lovibond 1992) 

points to another issue, namely that the reference to more general features (for example 

human being) contributes to masking injustices suffered by a group. It is thus not sufficient 

to claim to be good humans over being good to women. Heyes provides an outlook on the 

possibilities of dealing with restrictions of expressive ability of membership: “Others suggest 
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alternative methods for feminist theory that will minimize the emphasis on shared criteria of 

membership in a social group and stress instead the possibilities for alliances founded on 

non-identical connections” (Heyes 2018, 7).  

 In this specific case, identities serve as moral solidarity of specific groups when 

people discuss concrete deeds. The process of depersonalization pointed out by Devine 

subsequently invokes the question about the moral responsibility of individuals for deeds 

committed under the title of that identity. Consequently, the danger of blurring personal 

responsibility emerges, for example, when a person’s crimes are justified by affiliation to a 

community without strong norms of morality. 

 

4.3 Engagement in the discourse of power 

Another problem in the work of Irigaray and Mouffe and Laclau is their proposal for new 

identities and their arguments about engaging in the power discourse. In order to prevent 

absorption by discourses of power, these approaches strongly emphasize the radical 

challenge of such discourses and propose to change them by political performances of new 

identities. Adorno as summarized by Cook argues that “likening oneself and one’s concepts 

to a damaged social reality would entail a simple capitulation to, or identification with, it” 

(Cook 2001, 6). Cook emphasizes the danger to start an enterprise of rearticulating power 

discourses because of the inevitable threat to become an element of a power discourse instead 

of liberating oneself from it.  

I argue that, first, the task of overcoming the power discourse is complicated by 

certain aspects of language itself. In this context, Mayr describes the all-embracing character 

of language as follows: 

“Institutions’ power and politics are frequently exercised through the discourse of 

their members […]. The sourcing and legitimization of news is therefore bound up 

with the actions, opinions and values of dominant group in society. In this way, the 

media tend to function ideologically, not so much due to bias, but simply through the 

nature of established routine practices” (Mayr 2008, 1-2). 

Mayr indicates that it is a challenging task to start the enterprise of overcoming the language 

of power from the outside since it is unclear whether this position outside language can ever 

be achieved.  

Second, some groups cannot even get access to start challenging oppressive 

mechanisms of power discourses. Kulynych (1997, 324) discusses the situation around the 



 77 

argument by feminist scholars about the impossibility of oppressed groups to get access to 

the ideal speech situation according to Habermas’ theory of deliberation. 

Third, the character of language itself may prevent fulfilling this task. I illustrate this 

problem by using Rorty’s discussion with feminists and their critique of language. Rorty 

argues:  

“Pragmatists should reply to this charge by saying that they cannot make sense of an 

appeal from our community’s practices to anything except the practice of a real or 

imagined alternative community. So when prophetic feminists say that the very 

language of our community must be subjected to radical critique, pragmatists add 

that such critique can only take the form of imagining a community whose linguistic 

and other practices are different from our own” (Rorty 2010, 340; orig. emphasis).  

In light of Rorty’s words, the problem of Irigaray, Mouffe, and Laclau is that the articulation 

and rearticulation of group identities are not sufficient conditions for establishing just and 

transparent systems of political representation, unless a new political ontology is conceived. 

A new political ontology is required to ensure ethical conditions for political performances 

of these new identities. Rearticulation thus constitutes a pointless strategy without imagining 

a new political and social ontology.  

While criticizing liberal principles of equality as a danger of identity assimilation, 

identity theorists neglect to consider that these assimilations of identities are bound by 

language and discourse ontology. Since identity politics is often associated with power 

instruments, having stakes in these new identities, even if well-reflected and rearticulated, 

may contribute to maintaining the principles of oppression and exclusion rather than refining 

recognition and methods of political representation. 

Similarly, Rorty also criticizes feminist strategies of inclusion by articulating 

sufferings and expressing new claims, because this strategy does not work as long as the 

contingent language of power is involved. Lovibond summarizes Rorty’s argument by 

pointing out 

“(i) that linguistic practices, and hence standards of correct judgement and valid 

argument, are features of the historical existence of language users and thus change 

over time; and (ii) that such changes may be experienced subjectively as involving a 

discord between the thought content one wants to express and the conceptual 

resources or modes of argument available to express it. Feminism, he suggests, is 

regularly afflicted by this kind of discord and so finds itself driven to expand the 

logical space of moral deliberation by inventing new and more congenial linguistic 

forms” (Lovibond 1992, 62).  
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Fraser, in turn, argues that such approaches create a circle of injustices. Heyes summarizes 

her argument as follows: 

“[T]he supremacy of perspectives […] takes injustice to inhere in ‘cultural’ 

constructions of identity that the people to whom they are attributed want to reject. 

Such recognition models, she argues, require remedies that ‘valorize the group's 

groupness by recognizing its specificity’, thus reifying identities that themselves are 

products of oppressive structures. By contrast, injustices of distribution require 

redistributive remedies that aim ‘to put the group out of business as a group” (Heyes 

2018, 10; orig. emphasis). 

Irigaray as well as Mouffe and Laclau anticipate the possibility of changing the discourse of 

power. For them, engagement of new identities in discursive practices is internally connected 

to changing the power discourse itself in order to make inclusion work without its absorption 

by dominating oppressive practices. In the case of Irigaray, this will be the creation of the 

culture of difference, where the feminine language is not reduced to the masculine. For 

Mouffe and Laclau, new identities and their discourses will challenge the hegemony and 

create the condition for a permanent social agonism and radical real democracy. 

Therefore, the question is whether their approaches can overcome a certain vision, in 

its strongest form expressed by Wodak: “Identities that are individual and collective, national 

and transnational are also re/produced and manifested symbolically” (Wodak 2012, 216). In 

other words, how can one find a guarantee that this risky affair of engaging in the 

rearticulation of power discourses will not lead to the reproduction of dominating discourses. 

Subsequently, rejecting any kind of engagement in power discourses would provide more 

robust material for the social and political self-determination and realization of people. 

 

4.4. Normative justification of political inclusion: good vs. bad identities 

In this subchapter, another problem with Irigaray’s and Mouffe and Laclau’s approaches to 

political inclusion through the articulation of identities is addressed, namely a lack of 

normative justification of their claims. Despite Irigaray’s rather vague hints on 

marginalization, oppression and underrepresentation of groups in public space, and Mouffe 

and Laclau’s argumentation in favor of giving emotions, irrationality, and political will their 

place in politics for the sake of keeping society or order, no clear criteria for a moral privilege 

of political inclusion exist. This lack of clarity leaves the following question unanswered: 

What has more moral weight, the idea of political inclusion and the recognition of the right 
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for participation in decision-making processes, or checking the inner validity of group claims 

and find out about their ethical sustainability and coherence?  

Some critiques discern these kinds of problems even in Habermas’ discursive ethics. 

Kulynych formulates this critique in the following manner: “Habermas does not limit 

participation to a specific set of activities, but defines it procedurally or contextually”. 

Participation is “designated by the discursive quality of the activity” (Kulynych 1997, 323).  

The question of authority and structure, according to which some articulated identities 

have acquired the status of political participants, remain unanswered. Wodak writes about 

this problem in the following manner: “Who [decides] which language and which form of 

language is ‘good’ enough to pass a language test to attain citizenship or resident status?” 

(Wodak 2012, 216). Thus, when normative justification of political inclusion by means of 

articulation is lacking, emerges the danger of political relativism and nihilism, which differs 

from political liberalism and individualism by the loss of faith in any type of rational political 

order.  

It is not clear in these approaches when identities work in favor of inclusion and 

liberation and when they turn into unproductive forces driven by collective irrationality. In 

other words, there is no guarantee that the articulation of new identities, and making them 

visible, and the rise of class-consciousness will actually benefit the democratic purpose. As 

Devine’s research shows, group identities may support a dominant ideology the discourse of 

power. Arguing about mechanisms that ensure public support of dominating political 

discourses, despite public awareness about political alternatives, Devine concludes: “It is an 

interaction of internal categorization and external cues that makes ideology relevant to the 

political behavior of the mass public” (Devine 2015, 4).  

If Devine’s argument is correct, experiences of social and political exclusion and 

suffering cannot take care of people’s own anti-liberating behavior, as is expected by the 

authors of inclusion of articulated and rearticulated identities. Accordingly, Irigaray expects 

women to challenge the masculine economy of the Same, while Mouffe and Laclau anticipate 

that newly articulated identities will rearticulate hegemony. Therefore, both approaches 

assume that new identities will work towards a better democracy. However, there is no 

guarantee that new groups will challenge power authorities and will not turn against values 

of political freedom and equality.  

Consequently, one can establish a moral obligation to provide the mechanisms of 

inclusion for excluded groups without knowing about their future pro- or anti-liberating 
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behavior. Attempts to establish radical democracy by Mouffe and Laclau and the culture of 

difference of Irigaray are not necessarily realized in practice as expected. Acquiring one’s 

own language and rearticulated identity does not automatically mean that in practice it will 

work as a language of liberation and will not turn into exclusive agendas of these groups.  

 

4.5 Conclusion of the fourth chapter  

Claims for political inclusion raised by Irigaray as well as Mouffe and Laclau are not 

straightforwardly applicable and face moral limitations, which also restrict the scope of their 

approaches. They base their strategies of political inclusion on highly arguable notions of 

language and identity, which inevitably lead them to engage in notions of power that use the 

same instruments of language and identity to oppress and dominate excluded groups.  

The common methodological assumption for the above approaches is that 

rearticulation of existing dominating discourses and identities will be sufficient to overcome 

moral boundaries of language as an instrument of power. On the one hand, Irigaray as well 

as Mouffe and Laclau claim a need for critical reflection on the language of power and 

transformative work on rethinking and reestablishing known identities. On the other hand, 

these approaches do not provide a clear normative foundation for inclusion of new identities. 

Neither do they provide sufficient proof that after this process of rethinking power discourses 

(hegemony for Mouffe and Laclau, the economy of the Same for Irigaray, a closed national 

state for cosmopolitans) will be successfully changed.  

The analysis of language shows that new identities can hardly conceive of a pure 

language free from power biases. According to postmodern and critical theories, this idea 

looks rather naïve and outdated, and thus cannot adequately deal with current challenges of 

migration, the rise of the right-wing populism, terrorism, and globalization. The most active 

critiques of expressibility of language, even seek to prove that language itself has a rather 

conservative instead of liberating character and only anti-affirmative tools of language, such 

as apophatic utterances or non-verbal actions, are capable of expressing non-ideological 

content. This idea of language’s limitation is developed in two main directions: 1) critiques 

of the ability of language to express things; the idea that there are some things cannot be 

expressed by language (Derrida, Wittgenstein); 2) critique of discourse; that there is no 'clear' 

language, language is laden by symbolism of power; that there are only discourses (Foucault).  
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Foucault expresses this position very clearly: “[E]ach society has its regime of truth, 

its ‘general politics’ of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes 

function as true; the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false 

statements” (Foucault 1980, 131). According to this account, language itself therefore 

presents a form of power. Consequently, even if Irigaray, Mouffe, and Laclau seek to 

overcome language, they will hardly succeed in this enterprise. The general question of 

whether it is possible by means of rearticulation to refine political participation and access 

of groups to decision-making processes thus remains unanswered.  

Political inclusion by means of articulation is a program of limited scope, which may 

contribute to raising consciousness of oppressed groups and moral solidarity in order to 

achieve immediate political goals such as ending existing oppression or exclusion. However, 

in more sophisticated situations of hidden political inclusion or real representation in the 

presence of formal political inclusion, language remains a doubtful candidate for ensuring 

inclusion and participation.  

Irigaray’s claim of respect for the Other can still be considered as the political 

arrangement built on the genuine practice of differences of individuals, which she envisages 

in order to establish a real democracy of friends, namely a political arrangement based on 

moral grounds. At the same time, she proposes to establish this culture of difference through 

the enforcement of others, i.e. processes one might called exclusive.  

Yet, Irigaray’s antipathy to competitive inclusion and her focus on the joint action of 

friends is relevant in the modern conditions of neoliberal economies. Conversely, in light of 

the hegemony of neoliberal capitalism today, the radical pluralism of Mouffe and Laclau 

challenges any hegemony and reaccentuates forces from economy to politics in order to 

change this situation, while it may actually contribute to its preservation by rejecting any 

form of political consensus, joint action, and friendship.  

The failure of these approaches to provide viable programs of political inclusion due 

to their moral limitations, however, highlights existential aspects of politics that cannot be 

reduced to only emotional or irrational content of political performances. They also cannot 

be reduced to the will to power or the games of power, and not even the agonistic intrinsic 

fight in the sense of Mouffe and Laclau. The existential content of politics shows itself when 

the political appear as a field of moral truth and justice, where for individuals it seems 

possible to claim an ultimate justice, morality, or existential need through political 

appearance. My suggestion here is that questions about existentialism closely relate to 
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morality. In this sense, the articulation of identities by excluded individuals will not suffice 

to ensure the full content of their existential emasculation due to experienced conditions of 

social and political exclusion. Expression of one’s political claim by putting them in frames 

of identity then will not help one to find a permissible form of self-determination, but rather 

contribute to the reproduction of an insincere state of affairs. One can see this aspect in the 

initial stages of revolution and in some radical political movements, which Adorno illustrates 

as follows: “Total contradiction is nothing but the manifested untruth of total identification” 

(Adorno 1973, 6).  

What then differentiates existential politics from emotionally driven irrational 

political behavior is the search for moral truth in politics. Whiteside (2014) described similar 

phenomena in the existential political philosophy of Merleau-Ponty as socially created 

meaning. In light of this perspective, it seems better to challenge symbolism itself rather than 

evade politics with new symbolisms of identities. By the term existential, I understand vital 

values and meanings of an individual, which drives their everyday life experience. In this 

case, the search12 for universal moral grounds is an existential task of individual life. The 

purpose of individuals, in this case, is not to develop a certain ready and presumably universal 

system of moral beliefs, but rather to address knowledge of an ultimate good in a Socratic 

sense, avoiding authoritarian systems of moral beliefs and moral relativism at the same time.  

I assume that this situation appears in cases of existential devastation from prolonged 

social and political exclusion and life under pressure of totalitarian authorities. In these cases, 

individuals may require socially created meaning and some ultimate form of truth in the field 

of politics. The importance of this search therefore lies not only in the search for individual 

truth, but also for a shared moral truth, valid for other people undergoing oppression and 

domination. In this case, politics can satisfy the existential need for ultimate moral truth of 

individuals. The collective will to find a moral truth in politics overcomes the notion of 

identity. Evidently, to call this process positive in one hundred percent of cases is problematic 

because there is no guarantee for a socially positive outcome of such political performances. 

It can result in socially positive changes and inclusion with an entitlement to civil rights, but 

also in destructive terror attacks, acts of political nihilism or revolutions, leading to the 

establishment of new dictatorships. 

  

                                                           
12 Not already established system of moral coordinates. 
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5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

In this thesis, I analyzed the moral limitations of approaches to political inclusion by Luce 

Irigaray, Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau, as well as cosmopolitan perspectives on this 

issue. I suggest that these approaches are paradigmatic concerning political inclusion because 

they relate to the subject of inclusion – the Other – in three common ways: as the friend, as 

the enemy, as the same. While Irigaray treats the Other as a friend, Mouffe and Laclau 

conceptualize them as an adversary. Nevertheless, both approaches treat the Other as 

irreducible to the Same, but this fact leads the authors toward different conclusions. For 

Irigaray, irresolvable differences of participants do not hinder establishing their friendly co-

existence within one community and under conditions of the culture of difference as a moral 

regulator of that community. For Mouffe and Laclau, the incompatibility of political agendas 

leads them to propose a specific mode of political co-existence, i.e. the agonistic quest toward 

hegemony through rivalry with other participants. Cosmopolitan approaches, in contrast, 

tend to reduce the otherness of political participants. At least at some level unification is 

unavoidable for cosmopolitan approaches, where cultural, gender, political, religious, and 

social differences of individuals appear as secondary factors compared to the overarching 

notion of equal entitlement to human rights.  

I observed that in Irigaray’s social ontology, no antagonisms preceded gender 

subordination. Rather, there was a unifying move in ancient Greece: The economy of the 

Same manifested itself through narratives in philosophy, the natural sciences, law, and 

culture. Irigaray proves her claim by directing attention toward the organization of the Greek 

political community. Politea was practiced by different political agents competing with each 

other, although within the same community and without transgressing its borders and letting 

outsiders in. Irigaray also shows that the first democracy was undoubtedly exclusive in terms 

of social hierarchy (citizens vs. slaves) and the attitude toward outsiders (Greeks vs. 

barbarians). The exclusive and equalized structure of Greek social and political ontology with 

the corresponding philosophical legacy resulted in the discrimination of the Other in general, 

and females in particular. That is why for females, as well as for other excluded actors 

deprived of political participation due to their otherness, the crucial task is sustaining their 

identity and self-sufficient status of their difference in order to reach political inclusion.13  

                                                           
13 From this perspective, it would be interesting to compare Irigaray’s analysis of Greek ontology with Adorno’s 

conclusions concerning problems with ancient ontology and metaphysics.  
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Irigaray uses a rich scholarship of Western metaphysics and psychoanalysis to justify 

gender inclusion to correct a conceptual error in gender inequality as it appeared in historical 

narratives: “The sexual indifference that underlies the truth of any science, the logic of every 

discourse” (Irigaray 1991, 118). However, she fails to consider philosophies and ontologies 

of non-Western cultures, where gender inequality is also present but rather unclear whether 

these cases were also preceded by the same process of creating an economy of the Same. 

Irigaray provides a controversial answer: In her work Between East and West: From 

Singularity to Community (2002), she compares the symbolic culture of India where female 

gods have equal status to male gods, which she claims shows self-sufficiency of the female 

gender (Irigaray 2002, 128). However, these foundations did not lead to gender equality in 

India, despite the public presence of meaningful female figures. 

Mouffe and Laclau, on the other hand, justify their approach by assuming an initial 

agonistic sate of social relations, which prevents the establishment of a social and political 

consensus. This is the reason why they consider any public consensus in politics a contingent 

product of ideology, intended to totalize power and subordinate people. The political 

unification of individuals from this perspective indicates oppression and suppression of 

natural plurality and multiplicity of wills.  

I conclude that for Irigaray as well as Mouffe and Laclau, differentiation and 

divergence between political actors are factors that indicate plurality and, consequently, a 

democratic and just state of affairs. I suggest that for these authors, plurality and difference 

in civil society are synonymous with a just democratic order. They appreciate the ability of 

citizens to treat difference and resolution of difference as more important than the ability of 

individuals to reach consensus. It goes without saying that other approaches which aim at 

civil consensus in society – the most famous example would be the discourse ethics of 

Habermas – also underline the initial differences of participants and, importantly, do not 

imply that agreement and consensus blur the specificity of individuals.  

In the accounts of Irigaray, Mouffe, and Laclau, the difference of participants is 

approached in a more radical manner and it constitutes their social ontologies. It follows that 

for these approaches even deliberative consensus brings more losses than gains, although 

they take differences of participants into account. For Irigaray, each consensus is threatened 

by equating females and males, consequently rehabilitating the economy of the Same instead 

of enhancing the culture of difference. Mouffe and Laclau, in turn, discern no other way to 

deal with the initial social antagonisms of the political apart from legalizing hegemonic 
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struggles of all possible political forces, shaping their struggle into a form of social agonism 

that keeps a general commitment to the values of democracy. Therefore, both the universal 

conditions of the ethics of difference by Irigaray and the principle of mutual respect and 

democratic equivalence of Mouffe and Laclau merely serve as normative frames that shape 

political behavior, but do not imply internalizing the argument of the Other as one’s own as 

proposed in discourse ethics. 

In comparison, cosmopolitan accounts a priori strive toward recognition of a global 

unity of people. In my analysis of the normative foundations of cosmopolitan political 

inclusion, I proposed a new classification by separating two types of cosmopolitanism: one 

in relation to equality of nations and the other in relation to equality of people. This division 

is justified by significantly different underlying research agendas. In the former case, 

cosmopolitan projects bear political significance through references to a possible world 

government and global democratic institutions and practices, without necessarily 

conceptualizing political inclusion locally. In the latter case, theorizing is ethically laden 

because it concerns the equal status of all individuals in the world and their right to challenge 

local oppressive authorities by referencing their membership in the global community, but 

not necessarily democratic institutions and practices at the global level. 

In the process of establishing differences of political participants, Irigaray, Mouffe, 

and Laclau propose similar strategies of reinforcing identities of excluded actors through 

their articulation. Cosmopolitan approaches focus less on the identity of individuals,14 

although they also rely on language as a means to political inclusion. To consider political 

inclusion from the point of view of reinforcing identities and rearticulating dominating 

discourses inevitably leads to moral pitfalls. In order to prove this point, I discussed concrete 

moral limitations of identity approaches to political inclusion in chapter 4. As a result, I show 

that it is morally dangerous to rely solely on articulation and strategic formation of identities 

as candidates for the participation of agents in the political sphere and their expression of 

political will. 

I consider four moral limitations of the approaches discussed here. The first problem 

they face is the danger of realism in relation to political identities. This danger arises during 

the promotion of political identity for the sake of plurality, when the value of individuals and 

their right to self-determination without identification with symbolic notions are violated. In 

                                                           
14 I also point out the importance of identifying oneself as a citizen of the world, recognizing one’s belonging 

to the global community first, and recognizing others as equals second. 
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other words, imposing political identity on individuals threatens their self-determination. At 

the same time, grouping people in accordance with specific criteria is inevitable in the process 

of institutionalizing political inclusion. The question then is whether subjects of political 

inclusion can be defined without a strong notion of identity and strategic reinforcement of 

their differences. In that case, it would be possible to convey political inclusion in a manner 

that allows participation of individuals rather than identities.  

The second moral limitation consists in essentializing the political performance of 

individuals. In the three approaches to political inclusion, it is possible to frame political 

activity of individuals as the core of inclusion through a complex and multilayered identity. 

In this case, the right of individuals to not name their political performance and, thus, to not 

have their political activity classified by political symbols is violated. 

The third moral pitfall appears in relations between language and power. The 

theoretical approaches discussed in this thesis all propose to overcome the power of 

oppressive political arrangements that promote exclusive mechanisms. Linguistic strategies 

of rearticulation, however, are necessarily embedded in the power structures implied by 

language itself. This means that symbolism begotten from language is a priori an oppressive 

force. Consequently, even when language is employed for the sake of making excluded 

agents visible, it cannot provide them with a mode of expression free from oppression. 

According to the most prominent critiques of language, such perspectives will create new 

symbolisms and symbolic orders. This in turn will prevent reaching genuine liberation and 

inclusion of excluded groups.  

The fourth limitation is a lack of normative clarity, which is required to evaluate the 

activity of new political actors. If their difference and otherness were sufficient conditions 

for their inclusion, it would be impossible to protect society from political groups that should 

be excluded based on moral grounds, such as groups with fascist, intolerant, racist, or 

chauvinist values.  

The issue of identity, particularly interrelations of individual commitment and self-

identification with political identity, poses a variety of difficulties. Jones points out that 

liberalism and methodological individualism promote a singular, essential, fixed, and non-

contingent character of individual identities (Jones 2014, 16). The question is whether a non-

essential attitude toward individualism exists which rejects any definition of individual 

political performance not out of a postmodern rejection of identities, but from an ethical 

standpoint. This ethical standpoint signifies non-interference in the interpretation and 
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identification of the existential world of individuals, which can be expressed linguistically. 

To clarify this question, I propose to consider the language of political exclusion and how it 

is used by current political movements who strive toward recognition and inclusion. From 

this perspective, language is not merely considered a tool to achieve inclusion, for example, 

by shaping identities and expressing claims. Rather, I propose to consider the inner features 

of language that fit political claims of political groups deprived of meaningful political 

representation and existentially exhausted due to this deprivation. 

In this sense, developing a notion of group consciousness out of solidarity rather than 

out of joint identity presents an ethical and a more promising program in the long run, since 

solidarity politics is able to build more meaningful bonds between individuals than the bond 

of identity. Although Mouffe and Laclau offer certain hints on how solidarity of all political 

forces can be achieved in the fight for hegemony, the prevalent form of social relations in 

their theory is still one of disjunction. Solidarity then appears in a rigid form constituted by 

a focus on a certain political identity (see, for example, Hooker 2009, Featherstone 2012, 

Banting and Kymlicka 2017).  

One could contend against this argument that it is exactly through seeking identity 

and specific language that one strives to satisfy political and existential needs. However, I 

argue that identity seeking instead of a morally more robust search for solidarity can remain 

superficial. It also bears a high risk of falling into the pull of extremist and uncritical 

movements. In this case, individuals merely follow authorities without critical reflection of 

their actions and without critical juxtaposition of a group identity with one’s genuine self-

identification. That is why for Irigaray, Mouffe and Laclau as well as for cosmopolitan 

thinkers, it is a morally challenging task to suggest resistance through searching for a 

language of one’s oppressed identity in order to reach its rehabilitation.  

I assume that excluded actors indeed strive to break the dominating discourse in order 

to have their existence acknowledged. Foucault’s idea of resistance to power discourse 

supports this observation: 

“Discourses are not once and for all subservient to power or raised up against it […]. 

We must make allowances for the complex and unstable process whereby a discourse 

can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling 

point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy. Discourse transmits 

and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it, renders it 

fragile and makes it possible to thwart” (Foucault 1998, 100-101). 
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Here, Foucault suggests that despite the fact that engagement in power discourses is a 

complicated and dangerous enterprise, it is still possible to find ways to deal with this 

problem. I suggest that an analysis of alternative ways of employing languages while striving 

toward political inclusion is needed, thereby bypassing the moral limitations considered in 

the fourth chapter. I assume the following alternative approaches to deal with language of 

political inclusion: 

- Apophasis (the political via negativa, combined with the existential dimensions 

of the political, consists in non-acceptance of the hegemonic discourse without 

providing any positive program) 

- Anarchism (as a rejection of the state and social order) 

- Nihilism (as a total rejection of the values of the social) 

Comparison of nihilism and apophasis consists in considering these routes as destructive and 

constructive approaches, employed by excluded political groups in an attempt to break 

through the dominating political discourses. There, nihilism appears as a rejection of the very 

idea of political rationality, and apophasis appears as a rejection of false or incomplete 

dominating political principles without abandoning the faith in truth and reason in politics. 

In these cases, though, language constitutes a means to not merely shape someone’s 

identity and make it visible in the public sphere, but serves as a tool for expressing the search 

for moral truth in the field of politics.15 I assume that this happens when one tends to 

overcome moral relativism related to identity, reach a universality of meanings, and 

overcoming borders of identity.  

The term ‘universality of meanings’ is better understood through Habermas’ words: 

“Postmodern suspicion of an indiscriminately assimilating and homogenizing universalism 

fails to grasp the meaning of this morality and in the heat of controversy obliterates the 

relational structure of otherness and difference” (Habermas 1998, xxxv). This remark begs 

the question of how to reach genuine solidarity in a moral sense without falling into an 

authoritarian submissive discourse as refused by postmodernism. At the same time, it is 

unclear how to avoid authoritarianism without fetishization of irreducible differences 

between political participants.  

In this sense, the potential of cosmopolitan unity will not always be compatible with 

moral universality. If cosmopolitan means are used merely for technical and mechanical 

                                                           
15 Sometimes this search entails highly negative consequences, as in the case of political nihilism. 
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inclusion, then it presents no meaningful alternative to approaches claiming difference. The 

reason for this is its failure to provide genuine unity of people out of moral solidarity. As I 

summarized in subchapter 1.4, in most cases we deal with cosmopolitanisms and not with 

cosmopolitanism, which demonstrates the limitations of most modern cosmopolitan 

approaches. By understanding them in a primarily cynical sense as claiming comprehensive 

solidarity, they can also work as a viable ethical option for political inclusion.  

In sum, the question of political inclusion transcends debates on formal procedures 

of endowing certain groups with new political rights. Moreover, attempts to confine the 

individual and collective political will of included actors to frames of identity leads to a 

simplification of what constitutes the multiplicity of political experience and fails to account 

for other factors that influence political behavior. Taking into account these factors, merely 

proposing to group excluded agents in accordance with certain identities and to articulate 

their presence seems to be an insufficient method to solve all problems connected to political 

inclusion. I suggest that one of these factors is the existential devastation of excluded actors, 

which can lead to meaningful inclusion as well as have destructive consequences. 

Recognizing hidden complexities of political experience is therefore inevitable if we want to 

reach the genuine goals of political inclusion: refinement of democratic practices and 

betterment of redistributing political justice. 
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