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Abstract 

This book addresses the polarization and the erosion of liberal democratic norms and 

institutions that increasingly define contemporary liberal democratic politics.  More 

specifically, it aims to address the question of how pluralistic liberal democracies ought 

to secure stability in a manner that both conforms to the normative contours of liberal 

democracy and facilitates the rectification and identification of injustices. 

 My broad argument is that liberal democracies can only hold themselves together 

and become the best possible versions of themselves when their citizens are political 

friends.  First, I advance ‘the basic’ case for why we should appeal to political friendship.  

I pursue an interpretation of Aristotle’s articulation of the concept to demonstrate that the 

central concern of political friendship is the cultivation of a political sense of 

togetherness among citizens who adhere to a plurality of interests and conceptions of 

justice.  I supplement this argument by demonstrating why alternative solutions to the 

problem are insufficient.  Second, I think seriously about how to reinforce political 

friendship in conditions of modern pluralism.  Specifically, I develop an understanding of 

political friendship that can ensure that citizens who share political sense of togetherness 

will be able to express their differences and disagreements manageably and equitably.  

This sort of political friendship draws on multiple notions of political friendship: citizens 

are political friends by virtue of the cognitive lens or metaphor(s) through which they 

consider politics and their social relations, of their common civic-national identity, and of 

the subset of the citizenry with whom they personally practice political friendship – a 

subset that can plausibly be described as representative of the citizenry as a whole. 
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CHAPTER 1 – Introduction: The End of Liberal Democratic 
Triumphalism, and the Need for Political Friendship 

When historians write the history of the early 21st century, they might very well declare 

2016 the year when the decline of liberal democratic politics could no longer be denied.  

Previously, many observers had maintained that liberal democracy was the only viable 

form of politics – indeed, that the end of history had been reached.1  With the demise of 

Soviet communism, these observers – not unreasonably – believed that liberal democracy 

was the only conceivable goal of political development, and the more ambitious of these 

observers even went so far as to argue that liberal democracy was historically inevitable.  

So they claimed, even deeply authoritarian regimes, such as China, will eventually fall in 

line as a result of their embrace of market economics.  Emboldened, liberal democratic 

governments began to assert their values (and interests) more forcefully and explicitly in 

the international realm than they had previously.  In the 1990s, they conducted 

interventions in the name of human rights to stop genocides. Then, in the 2000s, 

following the 9/11 terrorists attacks, some of them even tried to export liberal democracy 

into autocratic political environments by imposition. 

 This is not to say, of course, that liberal democracies did not face any difficulties.  

Several liberal democracies developed severe cases of polarization.  In the United States, 

the Democratic and Republican Parties began to diverge ideologically and to compete 

with each other with ever-growing ferocity, while their supporters began to ‘sort’2 

                                                 

1 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free Press, 1992). 
2 Bill Bishop, The Big Sort (New York: Houghton Millfin Books, 2008). 
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themselves into ideologically homogeneous communities.  Likewise, in Europe, voters 

increasingly switched their allegiances from traditional parties to those grounded in 

ideological extremism.  Meanwhile, previously liberalizing and democratizing regimes 

(e.g., Russia, Turkey, Hungary, Poland) appeared to either backslide into unadulterated 

authoritarianism or transform into ‘illiberal democracies.’ 

 More dramatically, with the 2007/2008 financial crisis, liberal democracies very 

nearly found themselves engulfed in economic depression – ten years later, economic 

inequality continues to grow, middle class incomes remain effectively stagnant, and high 

unemployment, in some liberal democracies, persists.  Similarly, some of those 

aforementioned foreign adventures quickly proved themselves to be misadventures.  The 

Iraq War, for instance, drained much blood and treasure from both the United States and 

United Kingdom, fueling not just external hatred and resentment, but also internal fatigue 

and self-doubt.  With that, in its fight against “terror,” the United States and some of its 

allies found themselves surprisingly willing to openly perform decidedly illiberal actions 

– to conduct mass surveillance without warrants, to torture, to detain (sometimes merely 

alleged) enemy combatants indefinitely and without trial, and to conduct drone strikes on 

their own citizens abroad.  Despite these troubles, however, liberal democracy – the 

political creed that champions the rule of law, individual rights, an independent press, 

free and fair elections, separated powers, pluralism, and, perhaps, free markets – 

continued, in the minds of many, to be the only just form of politics, as well as the most 

viable form of politics. 
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 2016 brought a swift end to this liberal democratic triumphalism.  With the 

shocking results of the U.S. Presidential Election and the British referendum on whether 

or not to exit the European Union, many proponents of liberal democracy were forced to 

ask themselves whether or not liberal democracy is even viable where it had seemed to be 

most deeply entrenched.  This is because even though the causes of both these events 

were multifarious, and even though some of these causes were certainly not illiberal or 

anti-democratic, others were either decidedly illiberal and anti-democratic or at odds with 

the spirit of liberal democracy.  In the United States, the Republican presidential nominee 

won, in part, because enough Americans were enticed by his threats to jail his political 

opponents, his praise of (and potential collusion with) authoritarian political figures, his 

denigration of liberal democratic allies and alliances, his flirtations with white 

supremacists, his demonization of the free press, and his ‘strong’ willingness to question 

the legitimacy of election results, should they happen not to produce the results he desires 

– or, more kindly put, because enough Americans were willing to overlook these 

disconcerting actions and statements for whatever reasons.  Likewise, in the United 

Kingdom, the ‘Leave’ campaign was tinged with the desire to avoid coming to terms with 

Britain’s colonial and racist history, with xenophobia, and, in extreme cases, with a taste 

for authority.3 

                                                 

3 Agnieszka Golec de Zavala, Rita Guerra, and Cláudia Simão, "The Relationship between the Brexit Vote 
and Individual Predictors of Prejudice: Collective Narcissism, Right Wing Authoritarianism, Social 
Dominance Orientation," Frontiers in Psychology (2017), https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.02023. 
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Victories made on behalf of the perceived defenders of liberal democracy in 2017 

did little to quell this anxiety.  Centrist Emmanuel Macron won the 2017 French 

Presidential Election, but his primary opponent, Marine Le Pin of the far right Nationalist 

Front, won roughly 35% of the popular vote – doubling her father’s showing in 2002.  

Likewise, even though Angela Merkel retained her standing as chancellor following the 

2017 German Federal Election, both her center-right Christian Democratic Union and the 

center-left Social Democratic Party sustained heavy losses, while the German far right 

achieved its best election result since the collapse of the Nazi Party.  Unsurprisingly, 

whereas political polarization had previously been seen as an inconvenience, it can now 

be understood as an existential crisis.  No longer a mere sign that liberal democratic 

politics has become increasingly dysfunctional, polarization now symbolizes the doubt 

that more and more citizens have towards the value of liberal democracy itself, as well as 

the growing inability of liberal democratic institutions to facilitate a healthy expression of 

political difference and disagreement. 

An Unoppressive and Non-Tyrannical Liberal Democratic Stability 

A variety of perspectives have emerged in response to these troubling trends.  Some, 

drawing parallels between the troubles liberal democracies are currently facing with the 

rise of fascism and the collapse of liberal democratic regimes prior to World War II, aim 

to discern the reasons why people might be attracted to extremist, authoritarian, and/or 

totalitarian politics – economic decline, nationalist populism (fueled by migration crises) 
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run rampant, even the psychological-philosophical underpinnings of fear.4  Alternatively, 

others argue that the current troubles liberal democracies face are in fact indicative of a 

desire to reclaim democracy.  So these scholars claim, “neoliberalism,” alongside 

globalization and technological advancement, has effectively hollowed out liberal 

democratic institutions, destroying their ability to actually represent citizens, in order to 

further the interests of international finance.  So, even though those aforementioned 

movements and political actors may act in seemingly illiberal and anti-democratic 

manners, they actually do so in order to reassert a sense of democratic control or popular 

sovereignty – whereas the self-anointed defenders of liberal democracy are not in fact the 

guardians of liberal democracy, but rather, of neoliberal authoritarianism.5  Others focus 

on electoral strategy, such as on how a fixation on identity politics rather than economics 

has rendered the American left incapable of confronting these illiberal democratic forces 

and, conversely, on how the nationalist right has successfully wielded its own version of 

identity politics against the left.6 

                                                 

4 E.g., Martha Nussbaum, The Monarchy of Fear: A Philosopher Looks at our Political Crisis (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 2018); Madeleine Albright, Fascism: A Warning (New York: Harper Collins, 2018); 
Roger Eatwell and Matthew Goodwin, National Populism: The Revolt Against Liberal Democracy 
(London: Pelcan, 2018); Yascha Mounk, The People Vs. Democracy: Why Your Freedom is in Danger & 
How to Save It (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2018); John B. Judis, The Populist 
Explosion: How the Great Recession Transformed American and European Politics (New York: Columbia 
Global Reports, 2016);  
5 E.g., Wendy Brown, Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth Revolution (New York: Zone Books, 
2015); Chantal Mouffe, For a Left Populism (New York: Verso, 2018. 
6 E.g., Mark Lilla, The Once and Future Liberal: After Identity Politics (New York: Harper Collins 
Publishers, 2017). 
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 While all these perspectives are certainly worth exploring (and are not necessarily 

mutually exclusive), the question we shall address in this book is a more fundamental 

question that liberal democracies have clearly not resolved.  Taking the basic value of 

liberal democracy for granted,7 this book addresses the question of how pluralistic liberal 

democracies ought to go about securing stability in a manner that both conforms to the 

basic normative contours of liberal democracy and furthers justice. 

 The liberal democratic tradition has long been motivated by a deep-seated 

aversion to the potentially destabilizing consequences of difference and disagreement.  It 

has consistently feared what might happen when individuals and groups who adhere to 

discordant moral(-religious) doctrines, identities, interests, and/or conceptions of political 

justice clash.  This, of course, is not a uniquely liberal democratic concern.  Socrates in 

Plato’s Republic identifies faction as the cause of political decay,8 and Aristotle obsesses 

throughout the Politics over how to best manage faction in a variety of regime types. 9 

 What is unique to liberal democracy, however, is that any solution to what we can 

call the problem of stability must conform to certain normative criteria.  That is, stability, 

for liberal democracy, does not merely consist of the absence of civil war – of order for 

order’s sake: it contains a certain normative character.10  First, any solution must not 

                                                 

7 That is, this book does not provide a justification for liberal democracy. 
8 Plato, The Republic of Plato, trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 2016), VIII-IX. 
9 Aristotle, Politics, trans. Carnes Lord (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984). [Aristotle, POL.] 
10 This understanding of stability resembles – but is not the same as – “stability for the right reasons,” as 
presented in John Rawls, Political Liberalism: Expanded Edition (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2005). [Rawls, PL.] 
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violate basic liberal democratic commitments.  Notably, even though proponents of 

liberal democracy have typically feared the destabilizing effects of pluralism, liberal 

democracies cannot pursue stability in manners that undermine pluralism unduly.11  

Some liberal democrats, following the likes of Immanuel Kant, ground this argument on 

the conviction that pluralism is an expression of the intrinsic value of individuals – their 

freedom and equality. 12  While that may be the case, traditional justifications ground the 

argument on the instrumental ability of pluralism to combat tyranny, illegitimate 

authority, and, indeed, chaos.  For instance, John Locke argues that liberal institutions 

ensure that government derives its authority from the consent of the individual and from 

the fact that it does not violate individual rights,13 while John Stuart Mill seeks to prevent 

government (as well as society or ‘the majority’) from unduly infringing upon the right of 

the individual to make his/her own life decisions.14  More recently (and stated 

differently), Isaiah Berlin maintains that the fact of pluralism implies liberal democracy: 

liberal democracy offers the best way to realize a “precarious equilibrium” among a 

plurality of moral ends and values – to prevent the collision of those ends and values 

                                                 

11 Some might even go so far as to say that liberal democracies may very well have an obligation unto 
themselves to actively foster pluralism, although this is a disputed claim among liberal democrats (e.g., 
Robert B. Talisse, “Does Value Pluralism Entail Liberalism?,” Journal of Moral Philosophy Vol. 7 
(2010).). 
12 E.g., Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. Mary Gregor (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997);; Rawls, PL; Will Kymlicka, Liberalism, Community, and Culture 
(Oxford: Clarendon Paperbacks, 1989), 140. 
13 John Locke, “Second Treatise,” in Two Treatises of Government and A Letter Concerning Toleration, ed. 
Ian Shapiro (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003). 
14 John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, ed. Elizabeth Rapport (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 
1978). 
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from destabilizing society, as well as to undermine utopian efforts to realize a 

harmonious coexistence of all good things.15  In any case, what we can say is that, in the 

pursuit of stability, liberal democratic societies must, at least prima facie, neither 

suffocate the negative space citizens need to express themselves (either individually or in 

groups) nor hider the ability of citizens to meaningfully participate in collective 

deliberation over how the polity as a whole should act; they must not act tyrannically.  

What that means is that there are certain ways of cultivating stability that are strictly off 

limits to liberal democracies.   Notably, liberal democracies may not appeal to illiberal 

national forms of solidarity that promote collective identities that undermine the rule of 

law, free and fair elections, and the ability of the individual to form dissenting identities 

or to criticize the national community.16 

 Second, any solution to the problem of stability must also facilitate or, at the very 

least, not get in the way of the pursuit of justice (however it may be defined); put 

differently, it must not hinder the identification and rectification of various forms of 

injustice – the alleviation of oppression.  Now, it might seem, prima facie, that this 

stipulation is superfluous.  After all, given what I have just said, the presence of liberal 

democracy seems to indicate that justice has been realized.  However, as many have 

                                                 

15 Isaiah Berlin, The Crooked Timber of Humanity, ed. Henry Hardy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1990. 
16 We can also add, although this is somewhat of a distinct point, that liberal democracies must not cultivate 
stability by designating enemies, be they internal or external, against whom the political community can 
always potentially wield physical violence.  That is, liberal democrats must reject the argument outlined in 
Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political: Expanded Edition, trans. George Schwab (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2007). 
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noted, the presence of liberal democratic institutions and, ideally, a liberal democratic 

culture or citizenry is only a part of justice; injustices or, more precisely stated, forms of 

oppression can persist within a largely legitimate liberal democratic framework – that is, 

in the absence of (institutional) tyranny.  For example, certain social groups may continue 

to be marginalized due to systemic invisibility, domination, or exploitation, just as the 

weight of social opinion or a depravity of resources might undermine the ability of the 

individual to express him/herself – indeed, to make use of his/her negative rights.   With 

that, we can note that injustice itself can be a source of instability: when injustices exist 

(or are perceived as existing), it is more likely that citizens will be motivated to 

destabilize the system in order to rectify those injustices.  Therefore, we have good 

reason to believe that any solution to the problem of stability must also facilitate or, at the 

very least, not hinder the identification and rectification of injustices. 

 In other words, this book aims to answer the following question: what does it take 

to realize and sustain an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability? 

Introducing Political Friendship 

The broad argument I advance in this book is that liberal democracies cannot adequately 

secure an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability without appealing 

to the resources of political friendship.  That is, liberal democracies can only hold 

themselves together and potentially become the best possible versions of themselves 

when their citizens are political friends. 

 Now, it might seem odd to appeal to political friendship in an investigation about 

stability, justice, and, more generally, politics.  For one thing, the term ‘political 
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friendship’ seems, at first glance, oxymoronic.  We today largely understand friendship to 

be a private phenomenon, voluntarily shared among people who have affection for one 

another; politics seems to be a public phenomenon defined by competition, if not outright 

hostility.  Indeed, we often maintain friendships by avoiding talk of politics, and we tend 

to react with surprise when we hear about lawmakers from opposing political parties 

being friends.  With that, we tend to believe that political actors who are friends form 

their friendships on the basis of their shared partisan affiliations, interests, and/or creeds.  

So, political friendship might seem to be a fuel for division, faction, and general distrust – 

conducive to internal trust, but also conducive to general distrust and, thus, instability. 

For another thing, insofar as political friendship is recognized as something that can, at 

least theoretically, bind citizens together, the temptation to dismiss it as either outdated or 

utopian remains.  First, political friendship is typically associated with the Ancient world 

– in particular, with Aristotle’s notion that “friendship holds cities together…”17  – and 

has since been superseded by other potential ways of holding citizens together.  For 

instance, some argue that appeals to representative democratic institutions and to 

commerce, as well as to the notion of the ‘social contract,’ became far more common 

with the onset of modernity.18  Second, political friendship can easily be seen as plausible 

                                                 

17Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Robert C. Bartlett and Susan D. Collins (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2011), 1155a23-6. [Aristotle, NE.1155a23-6.] 
18 E.g., Benjamin Constant, “The liberty of the ancients compared with that of the moderns” in Constant: 
Political Writings, ed. and trans. Biancamaria Fontana (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 
308-29.  Note that I will argue that patriotism and nationalism – two popular ways of holding a polity 
together – are forms of political friendship. 
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only in the context of a small city-state – as something that can only be shared among 

citizens who know one another.  Even there, political friendship remains doubtful, for its 

apparent goals – the joint pursuit of the good life and social harmony – might seem 

absurdly utopian. 

In this book, however, I demonstrate that political friendship is neither outdated 

nor utopian.  I develop an understanding of political friendship that promises to help 

liberal democracies realize an unoppressive and non-tyrannical stability.  Put differently, 

I develop an understanding of political friendship that can even, potentially, provide the 

foundational trust required for citizens to arrive at a collective understanding of justice 

and to pursue that shared understanding. 

I argue that when citizens are political friends, they first share a basic sense of 

togetherness that is rooted in their common citizenship and nationality; they share a basic 

sense of political friendship by virtue of the fact that they are all members of the same 

liberal democratic political-national community – in other words, because they share a 

civic-national identity.  Citizens develop this preliminary sense of togetherness by 

participating in the ongoing practice of interpreting what their political-national 

community stands for – both its fundamental political principles and its social norms, 

cultural ideals, history, and, even, language.  Not only does this sense of “bounded 

solidarity,”19 I argue, make it more likely that citizens will choose to continue toughing it 

                                                 

19 As I explain below, the term “bounded solidarity” refers to “a [widely shared] set of attitudes and 
motivations… of mutual acceptance, cooperation and mutual support in time of need… [that goes beyond] 
self-interest [, which is] insufficient or unreliable on its own to maintain a good society[,]… [and that is] 
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out and sticking together in the face of difference, disagreement, and conflict; it also 

helps to ensure that citizens will remain committed to liberal democracy and that they 

will not be seduced by alternative, illiberal and anti-democratic understandings of 

national solidarity. 

On top of this basic civic-national sense of togetherness, citizens who are political 

friends also understand politics and their social relations through the metaphor of political 

friendship, ‘thinly’ construed: they are political friendship by virtue of the fact that they 

understand their shared citizenship in terms of friendship, and they express that 

friendship by incorporating the good of their fellow citizens into their own self-interests.  

When citizens are political friends in this metaphorical manner – and not merely political 

friends on the basis of their shared civic-national identity – they are not simply willing to 

continue toughing it out and sticking together in the face of difference and disagreement; 

they are, I argue, also motivated to pursue an equitable accommodation of their 

disagreements and differences.  They do not pursue their own self-interests without any 

regard for anyone else, and they do not merely tolerate their differences and 

disagreements as a result of their basic civic-national sense of togetherness.  Rather, they 

are motivated to express their differences and disagreements to one another, to pay 

attention to one another, and to autonomously consent to limits on their own agency – to 

                                                 

rooted in an ethic of membership (Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka, “Introduction” in The Strains of 
Commitment, ed. Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 3-6. 
[Banting and Kymlicka, “Introduction,” 3-6.]).” 
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receive smaller shares than they would otherwise receive and, ultimately, to share power 

with one another. 

When citizens are political friends in this manner, they are the sorts of people, I 

argue, who are capable of potentially securing an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal 

democratic stability.  First, since they have a civic-national identity that is partly rooted in 

fundamental liberal democratic principles, these political friends are committed to liberal 

democracy and – importantly – are motivated to seek a mutual accommodation of their 

differences and disagreements in manners that are consistent with that commitment.  

Second, since political friends understand politics and their social relations through the 

metaphor of political friendship, they are also motivated to express their differences and 

disagreements and to listen to one another.  As a result, it is less likely that they will 

construct and maintain social hierarchies and modalities of truth which serve to unduly 

privilege some individuals and groups of individuals over others.  Likewise, it is less 

likely that their differences and disagreements, by virtue of being suppressed, will 

explode into a de facto war among enemies. 

This has positive implications for both justice and stability.  Liberal democracies 

can thereby potentially become more just, for the privileged (or, less kindly put, 

oppressors) will have become the sorts of people who are both open to being made aware 

of the existence of unjust practices, relations, and institutions and committed to rectify 

those injustices.  Meanwhile, liberal democratic society can potentially become more 

stable, not merely because it is less likely that citizens’ differences and disagreements (by 

virtue of being expressed) will explode into a war among enemies, but also because the 
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oppressed will no longer deem it as necessary to compel their relatively privileged 

oppressors to stop ignoring their perspectives through forceful, if not violent, demands of 

recognition. 

I also argue, however, that political friendship can only facilitate an unoppressive 

and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability if it (political friendship) becomes 

something that citizens actually practice.  The reason for this is simple.  If citizens merely 

think like political friends – that is, if they are not capable of actually practicing political 

friendship with one another, either because they lack the techniques required to follow 

through on their intentions or because they lack adequate opportunities to practice 

political friendship with one another – then they will not actually be expressing their 

differences and disagreements to one another, listening to one another, and attempting to 

reach an equitable accommodation of those differences and disagreements.  Rather, they 

will be practicing mutual indifference – and from mutual indifference, trust cannot arise.  

So, in order for political friendship to generate a widespread culture of trust and thereby 

stability, citizens must practice political friendship with one another – not necessarily 

with each and every one of their fellow citizens, but with enough citizens so that they can 

have a general sense that their fellow citizens also, by in large, tend to behave as political 

friends.  With that, citizens must practice political friendship with a subset of the total 

citizenry that can plausibly be described as representative of the citizenry as a whole.  If 

this does not occur, then any trust citizens develop may be confined to their respective 

social enclaves.  Incapable of overcoming various social cleavages, such trust would 
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serve to reinforce the divisions which exist in society and, thus, serve as a source of 

instability. 

Therefore, I argue that we must enact certain measures to ensure that political 

friendship can become an actual practice.  First, I propose educational measures to 

encourage citizens to develop a liberal democratic civic-national identity, as well as the 

techniques required to follow through on the commitment to pursue an equitable 

accommodation of their differences and disagreements.  Notably, such an education 

would introduce collective self-governance to children at an early age so that they can 

develop an ability to make sacrifices and to abide by decisions that might impose some 

sort of cost or personal loss, as well as the ability to disagree and, indeed, to compete 

without necessarily feeling like they are at war with one another. 

Second, I outline an arrangement of social and political institutions that can 

potentially facilitate the practice of political friendship across social cleavages.  Perhaps 

surprisingly, I argue that political friendship does not require a reinvigoration of civil 

society, the social sphere where voluntary associations dominate.  Even though some 

voluntary associations may be able to facilitate a basic familiarity among people who are 

different and disagree, voluntary associations are typically characterized by internal 

homogeneity rather than by difference, and they tend to be relatively incapable of 

withstanding internal conflict.  Indeed, when people disagree or dissent in voluntary 

associations, they tend to simply leave, rather than continue to try to persuade their fellow 

group members to change.  Instead, I submit that citizens can practice political friendship 

with subsets of the citizenry which are representative of the citizenry as a whole when 
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they participate in political and economic associations that are characterized by both 

internal democracy and internal pluralism – for instance, big-tent political parties that 

allow their general members a meaningful degree of say in decision making and 

European-styled corporations whose boards consist of representatives of a plurality of 

stakeholders (and not merely capital).  When such associations operate alongside one 

another, they can collectively provide citizens with a variety of opportunities to practice 

political friendship across various social cleavages. 

To increase the probability that this proposal will succeed, I conclude by offering 

some additional recommendations.  First, material inequality must not be so drastic as to 

undermine the general sense that citizens of different economic standings do in fact live 

in the same polity.  Second, campaign seasons should be appropriately circumscribed so 

that citizens do not need to formally compete with one another all the time.  Such limits 

make it more likely that when they do compete with one another, citizens will do so 

without abandoning the metaphor of political friendship in favour of the metaphor of 

politics as war. 

The Plan of the Book 

I will pursue this thesis by engaging in a series of conversations.  In Part I, I advance ‘the 

basic case’ for why we should appeal to political friendship in our attempt to secure an 

unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability.  That is, I demonstrate why 

the endeavour of political friendship is neither necessarily outdated nor utopian.  I do this 

by making both positive and negative arguments.  In Chapter 2, I argue that Aristotle’s 
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classic articulation of the concept in Nicomachean Ethics20 and the Politics21 provides us 

with strong positive reasons to take the topic of political friendship seriously in a 

discussion about stability.  I show that Aristotle understands political friendship to be a 

“special” sort of “utility/advantage friendship.”  Political friends share a mutual affection 

that is rooted in a common recognition of political virtue; they recognize that they are 

each: (1) committed to the common advantage of the regime; and (2) able and willing to 

do what it takes to further that common advantage.  Political friendship, as presented by 

Aristotle, can thus be understood as an analytic concept that can describe the healthy 

social bonds shared by citizens in multiple “correct” regime types of varying degrees of 

(in)equality – kingship, aristocracy, and polity.  What this demonstrates, I argue, is that 

Aristotle understands political friendship to be a way to prevent citizens who adhere to a 

plurality of interests and conceptions of justice from clashing in manners that threaten the 

survival of the regime, if not the existence of the polity itself.  With that, I maintain that 

Aristotle’s discussion provides us with strong reasons to believe that politics should not 

be understood as mere economics or as the joint pursuit of the good life.  I conclude 

Chapter 2, however, by arguing that if political friendship is indeed vital to the stability 

of liberal democratic societies, then we must develop a new understanding of political 

friendship.  I do so by identifying two broad hurdles to the realization of Aristotle’s 

                                                 

20 Aristotle, NE. 
21 Aristotle, POL. 
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understanding of political friendship in contemporary liberal democratic societies – 

structural barriers and normative constraints. 

In Chapter 3, I present a series of negative arguments for why we should consider 

political friendship in our pursuit of an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal 

democratic stability.  That is, I demonstrate that alternative solutions to the problem are 

insufficient.  I specifically critique three broad alternative perspectives.  First, I critique 

appeals to the resources of rationally- informed philosophical discourse, exemplified by 

John Rawls’s political liberalism22 and Jürgen Habermas’s discursive democracy.23  

Second, I reject ‘realist’ arguments, such as those advanced by Jacob Levy,24 William 

Connolly,25 and Chantal Mouffe,26 that dismiss the need to cultivate a sense of 

togetherness among citizens and that insist upon the need to embrace institutionalized 

competition and power politics.  Third, I rebuff libertarianism,27 which emphasizes the 

importance of radical voluntarism and advocates for a dramatic downsizing of the state.   

                                                 

22 Rawls, PL. 
23 Jürgen Habermas, The Inclusion of the Other: Studies in Political Theory, ed. Ciaran Cronin and Pablo 
De Greiff (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2000) [Habermas, Inclusion] and Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts 
and Norms, trans. William Rehg (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1996). 
24 Jacob Levy, “Against Fraternity: Democracy without Solidarity” in The Strains of Commitment, ed. 
Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 107-22. 
25 William E. Connolly, The Ethos of Pluralization (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995) and 
William E. Connolly, Identity\Difference: Expanded Edition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1991). 
26 Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox (Brooklyn: Verso, 2005). 
27 Chandran Kukathas, The Liberal Archipelago (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003); Robert Nozick, 
Anarchy, State, and Utopia (United States: Basic Books, Inc., 1974); and Charles Murray, What it Means to 
be a Libertarian (New York: Broadway Books, 1997). 
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Through these negative arguments, I reinforce the positive argument I advance in 

Chapter 2, that political friendship is a topic worth exploring for our current purposes.  

However, as with my discussion of Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship, my 

consideration of these alternative perspectives also reveals certain insights that we ought 

to keep in mind when developing a contemporary liberal democratic theory of political 

friendship.  Namely, political friendship must not merely facilitate the development of a 

political sense of togetherness; it must facilitate a sense of togetherness that can 

accommodate, if not facilitate, the expression of difference and disagreement.  If political 

friendship cannot do this, then either one of two things will occur: either citizens will be 

oblivious to the hierarchies of power which may exist among them, in which case 

injustices will be left unrectified; or citizens will feel that the liberal democratic 

framework does not allow them to express their political demands and passions, in which 

case their disagreements and differences will be suppressed – and bound to erupt at some 

point in the form of an even greater polarization. 

 Having advanced both positive and negative arguments for the importance of 

political friendship, this book proceeds, in Part II, to develop a liberal democratic 

understanding of political friendship that, I believe, can ensure that citizens share a 

political sense of togetherness and that they will be able to express their differences and 

disagreements in a manageable manner.  That is, this new understanding of political 

friendship can plausibly secure an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic 

stability. 
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I develop this new understanding of political friendship by engaging in a critical 

yet constructive conversation with two broad perspectives that aim to succeed where 

Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship falters: they promise to render citizens 

who are strangers political friends.  Both of these perspectives envision different 

structures of political friendship that are more abstract than Aristotle’s understanding of 

political friendship.  In Chapter 4, I consider the first of these perspective, which I term 

‘political friendship as conceptual metaphor.’  This perspective understands citizens to be 

political friends on the basis of the cognitive lens or metaphor(s) through which they 

understand politics and their social relations.  So proponents of this perspective claim, 28 

when citizens understand their shared citizenship to be defined by the rules, norms, and 

dynamics of friendship, correctly understood, they treat one another with a sense of trust, 

reciprocity, and inclusion, both in their face-to-face meetings and/or more generally at the 

deeper levels of public policy.  As a result, citizens can develop a culture of trust, even if 

they might be strangers, by acting “as if” they were friends.  I argue that ‘thin’ versions 

of the metaphor, like that advanced by Danielle Allen, have promise – but also that they 

must be combined with other political theoretical resources, if they are to be capable of 

redressing the motivating problem of this book.   

In Chapter 5, I consider the second of these perspectives, which I term ‘political 

friendship by common membership or identity.’  More concrete than the first, this 

                                                 

28 Danielle S. Allen, Talking to Strangers: Anxieties of Citizenship since Brown v. Board of Education 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004) and Sibyl A. Schwarzenbach, On Civic Friendship: 
Including Women in the State (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009). 



 

21 

perspective construes political friends as sharing a civic and/or national identity.  Just as 

fellow alumni of the same school or members of the same club are friends of sorts, so too 

are citizens who identify with the same nation state.  The goal of this perspective is to 

mobilize citizens’ shared attachment to the nation state in order to generate what Will 

Kymlicka and Keith Banting call “bounded solidarity” – “a [widely shared] set of 

attitudes and motivations… of mutual acceptance, cooperation and mutual support in 

time of need… [that goes beyond] self-interest [, which is] insufficient or unreliable on 

its own to maintain a good society[,]… [and that is] rooted in an ethic of 

membership….”29  I argue that a ‘compromised’ version of liberal nationalism30 that 

makes some concessions to constitutional patriotism, at the detriment of its (liberal 

nationalism’s) own legitimacy, can help us solve the problem at hand, but also that it too 

must be combined with other resources to realize its promise. 

Having considered these two promising yet ultimately inconclusive 

understandings of political friendship, in Chapter 6, I articulate my own theory of 

political friendship, outlined above.  First, I outline that conception and show why it is 

superior to alternative understandings of political friendship.  Second, I argue that 

political friendship does not consist of the mere presence of political friends; in order for 

political friendship to actually generate a culture of trust that can encompass citizens who 

belong to a plurality of social groups and categories, it (political friendship) must be 

                                                 

29 Banting and Kymlicka, “Introduction,” 3-6. 
30 David Miller, On Nationality (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). 
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something that citizens actually practice – and with that, something that they each 

practice with a subset of the citizenry that can plausibly be described as representative of 

the citizenry as a whole.  On this basis, I deem it necessary to consider how political 

friendship can indeed become a practice.  Third, I discuss the techniques that political 

friends ought to have, as well as the manner in which they might be able to acquire those 

techniques – education.  Fourth, I outline the political and societal arrangements that 

make it easier for citizens to practice political friendship with a subset of the citizenry 

that can plausibly be described as representative of the citizenry as a whole. 

Onwards 

Now that we have a sense of the direction we are heading towards and the reasons why 

we ought to head in that direction, we can begin our discussion in earnest.  It is for the 

best that we get a move on.  After all, insofar as we care about the future of liberal 

democracy, time is of the essence. 
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PART I: The Basic Case for the Importance of Political 
Friendship 
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CHAPTER 2 – Political Friendship and the Problem of 
Stability: Aristotle’s Classic Account 

The problem of stability is one of the perennial questions in political theory.  This 

problem concerns how a given regime and/or polity ought to be preserved.  Typically, 

political theoretical responses to this question have deemed it necessary to deal with the 

existence of factions.  How can we prevent citizens who adhere to a plurality of interests, 

conceptions of justice, identities, and/or moral-religious doctrines from clashing in 

manners that threaten the survival of the regime – if not the existence of the polity 

itself?31 

In this chapter, I begin to make the basic case that contemporary liberal 

democratic societies can only adequately address the problem of stability by appealing to 

the resources of political friendship.  I do this by advancing an interpretation of 

Aristotle’s classic articulation of the concept in the Nicomachean Ethics and the 

Politics.32  Now, this might seem to be an unexpected place to begin our investigation.  

After all, Aristotle developed his understanding of political friendship around 2 000 years 

prior to the birth of liberal democracy.  However, I shall argue that the pursuit of stability 

is the central concern of Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship; Aristotle 

understands political friendship to be a solution to the problem of stability.  So, even 

                                                 

31 E.g., Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Robert C. Bartlett and Susan D. Collins (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2011), V.1-2 [Aristotle, NE, V.1-2.]; Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, and James Madison, 
The Federalist, ed. George W. Carey and James McClellan (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2001), No. 9-10; 
Plato, The Republic of Plato, trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 2016), VIII-IX. 
32 Aristotle, Politics, trans. Carnes Lord (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984) [Aristotle, Pol.}. 
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though we must ultimately go beyond his notion of political friendship in our pursuit of 

an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability, Aristotle’s discussion 

provides us with strong positive reasons33 for why we should appreciate the importance 

of the endeavour of political friendship.  Moreover, Aristotle’s discussion of political 

friendship gives us an idea of what any understanding of political friendship, liberal 

democratic or otherwise, must ensure.  Namely, any liberal democratic theory of political 

friendship must ensure that citizens share a sense of togetherness, rooted in a shared 

commitment to the common advantage of the particular liberal democratic regime in 

question.  Citizens must not be united in a joint pursuit of the good life, nor can they 

simply be united by merely economics. 

I demonstrate that Aristotle understands political friendship to be a “special” sort 

of “utility” or “advantage” friendship.  Political friends, for Aristotle, share a mutual 

affection that is rooted in a common recognition of political virtue; they recognize that 

they are each: (1) committed to the common advantage of the regime; and (2) able and 

willing to do what it takes to further that common advantage.  The concept of political 

friendship can thus be used to describe the healthy social bonds shared by citizens in 

multiple “correct” regime types of varying degrees of (in)equality – kingship, aristocracy, 

and polity.  Two implications follow.  First, even though it is rooted in advantage, 

                                                 

33 The basic case for why liberal democratic societies should appeal to the resources of political friendship 
requires both positive and negative arguments: a positive argument that demonstrates political friendship’s 
importance and a negative argument that demonstrates why alternative paths to liberal democratic stability 
are either insufficient or wrongheaded.  This chapter constitutes the positive half of the basic case; the next 
chapter, the negative. 
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political friendship cannot be understood in terms of mere marketplace exchange; the 

affection shared by political friends is deeper than that shared by ordinary friends of 

utility (e.g., “buyers” and “sellers”), and the demands placed on political friends, more 

vigorous.  Second, political friendship cannot be understood as synonymous with virtue 

friendship – the sort of friendship that Aristotle deems necessary for the pursuit of the 

good life and the fulfillment of man’s telos.  In fact, in some regimes, the development of 

political virtue decreases the likelihood that citizens are capable of participating in virtue 

friendships.  I argue that Aristotle understands political friendship to be a sort of 

compromise concept that is not necessarily conducive to human flourishing because he 

fears what might happen when citizens in any regime consider one another with 

animosity.   

I conclude by suggesting that Aristotle provides us with a strong positive 

argument for why we should appreciate the importance of political friendship for the 

contemporary liberal democratic context.  However, I also note that contemporary liberal 

democracies present obstacles to the practical realization of Aristotle’s understanding of 

political friendship.  First, it is unlikely that citizens in liberal democracies are capable 

recognizing political virtue in one another, for these societies tend to be large; citizens in 

liberal democracies tend to be strangers.  Second, given that the stability secured by 

liberal democracy must be liberal democratic, political friendship must not undermine the 

pursuit of liberal democratic justice; Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship is 

not necessarily democratic – let alone liberal.  What this means is that unless it is shared 

among political equals, political friendship might actually destabilize society; when 
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political friendship is conceived as being shared among unequals, it serves as an unduly 

conservative source of social cohesion and, as a result, may prompt the victims of 

oppression, as well as the proponents of equality, to purposefully destabilize society in 

the name of justice.   

In what follows, I briefly review the basics of Aristotle’s understanding of 

friendship.  Second, I survey a range of scholarly interpretations of Aristotle’s 

understanding of political friendship.  Third, I show that Aristotle understands political 

friendship to be a special sort of utility friendship and argue that Aristotle develops the 

concept as he does out of a concern for the problem of stability.  Fourth, I argue that it is 

necessary to develop a new understanding of political friendship, for Aristotle’s 

understanding of political friendship cannot be neatly ‘imported’ into the liberal 

democratic context without objection or difficulty. 

Foundations of Aristotle’s Philia 

In the Nicomachean Ethics (NE), 34 Aristotle characterizes a variety of human 

relationships as types of “friendship” (philia).  First, Aristotle describes “equal” 

friendships where the friends involved share the same underlying sort(s) of affection and 

function(s).  They love (philein) one another for the same reason(s) and to the same 

                                                 

34 The in-text citations refer to: Aristotle, “Eudemian Ethics,” in The Complete Works of Aristotle, Volume 
2: The Revised Oxford Translation, ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1922-
1981); Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Robert C. Bartlett and Susan D. Collins (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2011); Aristotle, “Poetics,” in The Complete Works of Aristotle, Volume 2: The Revised 
Oxford Translation, ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1922-1981); and Aristotle, 
Politics, trans. Carnes Lord (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984). 
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degree.  There exist three primary sorts of equal friendships: pleasure, utility, and virtue 

friendships (NE.1155b20-30).  Friends of utility are friends because they derive 

advantage from one another; friends of pleasure, because they derive pleasure from one 

another; and friends of virtue, because they love one another for their intrinsic goodness 

(NE.1156b10).  Second, Aristotle describes “unequal” friendships, such as those between 

fathers and sons and between husbands and wives, where the friends involved have 

different functions, exhibit different sorts of affection, and merit different degrees of 

affection (NE.1158.b15-25). 

Aristotle’s notion of philia thereby encapsulates a variety of relationships that we 

might not be inclined to describe as ‘friendships’ today; the love implicit in philia refers 

to the affection one feels towards someone with whom he/she shares, could share, or 

would like to share in any of a range of reciprocal relationships, from the superficial to 

the profound.  What links these types of friendship together, however, is the presence of 

some sort of characteristic or lasting sense of reciprocity and mutual friendly affection 

among the friends involved (NE.1155b30). Friends do not merely have good will towards 

one another; they also act on that mutual friendly affection in a manner that maintains 

equality, properly understood as proportionality according to merit (NE.1166b30-

1167a10).  Moreover, friends maintain equality, properly understood, as proportionality 

according to merit.  So, while equal friends must exhibit the same degrees and sorts of 

friendly affection because they share the same function (within the context of the 

friendship), unequal friends must exhibit different degrees and sorts of friendly affection 

because their functions differ.  In the context of friendship, however, considerations of “a 
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certain quantity” trump those of merit: if the differences of wealth, virtue, and/or vice 

among unequal friends become excessive, then those people can no longer be friends 

(NE.1159a1). 

Tempting Interpretations of Political Friendship 

At the onset of NE, Aristotle declares that friendship is the greatest of “external goods,” 

but it soon becomes apparent that only virtue friendship truly qualifies.  The happy life of 

human flourishing (eudaimonia), according to Aristotle, is a self-sufficient life: it is “in 

itself… choiceworthy and in need of nothing” (NE.1097b16).  The happy person must 

certainly be virtuous.  However, even he must also have certain goods that are external to 

the self.  First, he must have instrumental external goods (e.g., money, power) in order to 

survive and perform many actions.  Second, he must have intrinsic external goods, 

without which supreme happiness is “disfigured” – even if instrumental goods are 

somehow unnecessary (NE.1099b1-5). 

Why can only virtue friendship fully serve as the greatest of external goods?  

First, as an instrumental good, virtue friendship is more reliable than utility and pleasure 

friendships because it is grounded in the intrinsic goodness and durability of character, 

not in fleeting, incidental qualities that change and vary from person to person.  Second, 

Aristotle considers friends external goods of the intrinsic sort, not just the instrumental 

sort.  Even if we can each achieve material self-sufficiency without the aid of others, we 

still need friends because “We do not mean by self-sufficient what suffices for someone 

by himself, living a solitary life, but what is sufficient also with respect to parents, 

offspring, a wife, and, in general, one’s friends and fellow citizens, since by nature a 
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human being is political” (NE.1097b9-13).  Happiness thus involves loving others as 

extensions of oneself (as “other selves”) (NE.1170b8), and this is only possible when the 

friends involved are good in themselves and deeply familiar with one another.  Therefore, 

the sort of friendship Aristotle has in mind when describing friendship as the greatest 

external good is the sort that only virtuous people, capable of loving others as “other 

selves,” can access: virtue friendship.35 

It is therefore tempting to conclude that political friendship (politikē philia) must 

be virtue friendship: if man is a social-political being, and if virtue friendship is required 

by the good life, then political friendship seems to consist of the joint pursuit of the good 

life.  Alexander Nehamas argues that this might be the case even if only an excellent few 

share in such friendship.  According to him, politics was regarded in the Ancient world as 

a “sphere of higher human activity,” and “the connection between virtue and public 

accomplishment… was close enough that the relationships of the virtuous were played 

out, for the most part, in the open.”36  So, friendship furthers a healthy politics insofar as 

it is present among virtuous statesmen like Pericles.  Likewise, although Ann Ward notes 

that political friendship is “initially a friendship of utility,” she insists that “the reduction 

of political friendship to utility friendship… causes an isolated individualism, if not 

passionate class warfare… [and] over time, tear[s] it [the city] apart.”37  She goes on to 

                                                 

35 Similarly, Nancy Sherman, “Aristotle on Friendship and the Shared Life,” Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 47, no. 4 (1987). 
36 Alexander Nehamas, On Friendship (New York: Basic Books, 2016), 41. 
37 Ann Ward, Contemplating Friendship in Aristotle’s Ethics (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
2016), 111-3). [Ward, Contemplating Friendship, 111-3.] 
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argue that in order for a political community to sustain itself, its citizens must be aware 

that political friendship aims towards something higher than mutual material advantage; 

in the case of timocracy (the regime most conducive to friendship), political friendship 

can aim towards “the nobility… the universal good.”38 

Similarly, even though John von Heyking distinguishes between virtue friendship 

and political friendship, he argues that the two are analogous: political friendship is the 

“civic version” of virtue friendship.  Just as virtue friendship consists of the joint 

perception of the good, political friendship consists of the sharing of stories in whose 

name political action is conducted.  So, not unlike how virtue friendship is a “condition 

of inferior friendships,”39 political friendship is a precondition of politics: “political 

friendship resides in the backdrop of ‘regular’ political deliberations and activities… 

Ambition counteracting ambition is constrained by agreement on constitutional 

fundamentals, expressed as a social friendship that prevents such conflict from 

degenerating into fratricidal war.”40 

In contrast, Sibyl Schwarzenbach and John Cooper argue that political friendship 

replicates or extends the social bonds of the family.  However, not unlike Nehamas, 

                                                 

38 Ward, Contemplating Friendship, 115-23.  Nehamas’s and Ward’s discussions are reviewed in Ruth 
Abbey, “Review Essay: On Friendship,” The Review of Politics 79, no. 4 (2017), alongside P.E. Digeser, 
Friendship Reconsidered: What it Means and How it Matters to Politics (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2016) [Digeser, Friendship Reconsidered.] 
39 John von Heyking, The Form of Politics: Aristotle and Plato on Friendship (Montreal and Kingston: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2016), 11. [Von Heyking, Form of Politics, 11.]  By considering virtue 
friendship in this manner, von Heyking is alluding to how Aristotle characterizes virtue friendship as 
“complete” or “perfect” (teleia) friendship and utility and pleasure friendships as incomplete or imperfect 
(NE.1156a6-1156b33). 
40 Von Heyking, Form of Politics, 10-1. 
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Ward, and von Heyking, Schwarzenbach and Cooper argue that political friendship can 

only be sustained if it replicates or extends the social bonds of the family precisely 

because the survival of familial bonds demands an attention to virtue.  According to 

Schwarzenbach, in conditions of political friendship, legislators realize an “ethical 

reproduction” of appropriate relations and habits among citizens reminiscent of that 

which a mother seeks to realize in her child.41  According to Cooper, fellow citizens 

exhibit a concern for one another’s character reminiscent of that which is exhibited by 

fellow members of a family.  What follows is “[an] extension to a whole city of the kinds 

of psychological bonds that tie together a family.”42 

 I instead argue that Aristotle understands political friendship to be a form of 

utility friendship.  However, I also submit that, for Aristotle, political friendship is a 

special type of utility friendship which imposes greater demands on the parties involved 

than other forms of utility friendship.  Political friendship is structurally unique; it is 

neither straightforwardly an example of utility friendship nor a utility friendship ‘in name 

only.’  My interpretation thus has more in common with Jill Frank’s43 than Kazutara 

                                                 

41 Sibyl A. Schwarzenbach, On Civic Friendship: Including Women in the State (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2009). [Schwarzenbach, OCF.] 
42 John Cooper, “Political Animals and Civic Friendship,” in Aristotle’s Politics: Critical Essays, ed. 
Richard Kraut and Steven Skultely (New York: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers Inc., 2005), 71-6. 
[Cooper, “Political Animals,” 71-6.] 
43 Jill Frank, A Democracy of Distinction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). [Frank, 
Distinction.] 
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Inamura’s,44 Douglas Uyl and Douglas Rasmussen’s, 45 and Bernard Yack’s.46  Inamura, 

Uyl, and Rasmussen understand political friendship to be a straightforward example of 

utility friendship, not so different than that which characterizes marketplace transactions.  

Meanwhile, even though he does not characterize political friendships as de facto 

marketplace transactions, Yack argues that political friendship must not be confused with 

virtue friendship or even with “moral” utility friendships (to be discussed).  With that, he 

insists that the difference between political friendship and marketplace utility friendship 

is one of degree rather than of kind.  Frank, instead, argues that Aristotle understands 

political friendship to be a mix of virtue friendship and utility friendship.  It is modelled 

on utility friendship yet involves the practice of virtue – a mixed good concerned with 

acting and judging well that maintains a view to the common good.  Political friendship 

involves virtue to the extent that good judgement and moderation are required to sustain 

the fundamental terms of cooperation.  This means that political friendship demands 

more virtue than does utility friendship; political friendship concerns the polity’s 

enduring constitution and way of life, whereas utility friendship concerns whatever 

represents the immediate, mutual advantage(s) of the parties involved.47 

                                                 

44 Kazutara Inamura, Justice and Reciprocity in Aristotle’s Political Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2015). 
45 Douglas B. Rasmussen and Douglas J. Den Uyl, “Aristotelianism, Commerce, and the Liberal Order,” in 
Aristotle and Modern Politics: The Persistence of Political Philosophy, ed. Aristide Tessitore (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2002), 278-306. 
46 Bernard Yack, The Problems of a Political Animal: Community, Justice, and Conflict in Aristotelian 
Political Thought (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993). [Yack, Political Animal.] 
47 Frank, Distinction, 161-2. 
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 My interpretation of Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship, however, 

diverges from Frank’s on several key points.  As we shall see, Frank and I disagree on 

whether or not Aristotle’s brand of political friendship demands actual familiarity among 

the friends involved.  Frank understands political friendship to be a “set of practices that 

ensures cooperation by accommodating ‘not only conflict but also the means for 

resolving conflict [emphasis added]’”48 – not an actual relationship between two or more 

people.  In contrast, I insist that Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship must 

remain a sort of social unity, grounded in a kind of mutual recognition among citizens 

who know one another (or, perhaps, whose networks intertwine), even if it is definitively 

modelled on utility friendship.  Likewise, we advance different accounts of why Aristotle 

is moved to develop such a conception of political friendship.  Frank’s interpretation can 

be described as moral or ethical: Aristotle engages in an endoxic investigation for the 

purposes of discerning the character or attitude of friendliness required to sustain the 

individual and shared practices of property, justice, law, etc. that make a good polity 

possible – one which consists of a unity of persons who differ in kind.49  My 

interpretation, instead, leans towards the political: political friendship is a compromise 

concept that Aristotle develops to render plausible the possibility that fellow citizens in 

multiple sorts of cities can indeed be friends with one another.  That is, I emphasize 

Aristotle’s concerns about social-political instability.  Therefore, on my account, 

                                                 

48 Çigdem Çidam, “Unruly Practices: Gezi Protests and the Politics of Friendship,” New Political Science 
39, no. 3 (July 2017): 379. [Çidam,”Gezi,” 379.] 
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Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship expresses what can potentially be called 

an Aristotelean realism. 

A Special Sort of Utility Friendship in Pursuit of Political Stability 

For the Sake of Advantage, of For the Sake of Living Well? 

Those who have argued most forcefully that political friendship is a type of utility 

friendship, such as Yack, Inamura, and Uyl and Rasmussen, point to Aristotle’s 

characterization of political friendship in his earlier work on ethics, the Eudaimonian 

Ethics (EE): simply put, political friendship is utility friendship.  Even though they would 

have come together in any case for the sake of living together, people come together 

because they cannot achieve self-sufficiency by themselves (EE.1242a1-9).  Political 

friendship consists of an exchange of goods among equals; these friendships dissolve 

when the friends involved, be they cities or citizens, no longer find one another useful 

(EE.1242b25).  So, political friends treat one another in a similar manner to how equal 

buyers and sellers treat one another.  In theory, political friendships can proceed in two 

ways: (1) as legal friendships via contract, where money/payment, the measure of 

equality, clearly indicates when the friendship in question has ended; or (2) as moral 

friendships, where the friends involved trust one another to return favours.  Moral 

friendships are rather similar to virtue friendships.  In practice, however, the latter are 

bound to end acrimoniously:  

it [moral friendship] is unnatural; for friendships based on utility are different; but 
these wish to have both together, associating together really for the sake of utility, 
but representing their friendship as moral, like that of good men; pretending to 
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trust one another they make out their friendship to be not merely legal 
(EE.1242b38-1243a2). 

 This is a striking passage, for Aristotle skirts over the notion that man is a social-

political being in order to emphasize our individualistic impulses, lack of trust, and 

seeming preoccupation with the economic.  The point here is not so much that people are 

incurably selfish and untrustworthy as it is that the capacity to trust one another and the 

inclination to pursue the noble (and not merely the economic) are only plausible after 

people have secured some requisite level of “necessary” goods.  Stated alternatively, 

political friendship, a form of utility friendship, is a means to realize the material 

condition required to access or pursue virtue friendship.  The propensity to mistakenly 

characterize political friendship as “moral” friendship – as something closer to virtue 

friendship – reflects a desire for virtue friendship.50  Aristotle remarks, 

Civic friendship, then, looks to the agreement and thing [e.g., am I receiving a 
return which befits my tremendous sacrifice and/or recognizes the value of my 
provided service?], moral friendship to the choice… men start… by proposing to 
be moral friends, i.e., friends through excellence; but as soon as some private 
interest arises, they show clearly they were not so.  For the multitude aim at the 
noble only when they have plenty of everything else; at noble friendship similarly 
[emphasis added] (EE.1243a33-1243b1). 

 NE lacks such definitive claims that political friendship is a sort of utility 

friendship.  This is because EE and NE advance different understandings of political 

                                                 

50 Yack advances a slightly different interpretation of this passage.  On Yack’s account, conflating political 
friendship with anything more than legal utility friendship – with moral utility friendship, let alone virtue 
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making it more likely that they will disappoint one another: “they will complain not only about the failure 
to return advantage for advantage, but about betrayal and treason (Yack, Political Animal, 121).” 
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friendship.  In NE, Aristotle does not align political friendship nearly as synonymously 

with marketplace utility friendships.  Still, as the likes of Yack, Inamura, and Uyl and 

Rasmussen eagerly note, NE provides plenty of evidence to suggest that political 

friendship remains a sort of utility friendship.  First, a matter of numbers: it is not 

possible to share in many virtue friendships.  The virtue required to participate in virtue 

friendships is rare; few people are capable of viewing others as “other selves.”  

Moreover, the formation of virtue friendship requires time and intimacy – that people 

develop love, trust, and the “habits formed by living together (sunētheia)” (NE.1156b25, 

1158a11-21).  So, if political friendship were a form of virtue friendship, then the pursuit 

of political friendship anywhere other than in the smallest of social contexts would be a 

wholly utopian endeavour.  Not only is it impossible for any city to consist entirely of 

excellent people; according to Aristotle, a city, by definition, cannot be so small as to lack 

full material self-sufficiency (Pol.1252b27).  Virtue friendship, as a result, cannot 

describe the healthy social bonds shared by a city’s 40 000 inhabitants. 

 Second, Aristotle maintains that political friendship is oriented towards the 

pursuit of the advantageous.  When a city is characterized by political friendship, its 

citizens are likeminded (homonoia) (NE.1155a25-8).  They do not simply agree on just 

anything; they agree on how practical issues of common concern must be approached, 

and they act on those shared judgments – for instance, on whether or not a political office 

should be created, or whether or not an alliance should be formed (NE.1167a20-30).  

When likemindedness is absent, factional conflict ensues.  For instance, Aristotle notes 

that the most common regime types of his day – democracy and oligarchy – are prone to 
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factional conflict, in part, because their citizens do not agree on what constitutes justice 

(Pol.1301b30-1302a5).  In democracies, the poor rule on the basis of numerical equality, 

while those denied a share in office (the wealthy) demand that the regime be ruled on the 

basis of meritocratic equality.  Meanwhile, in oligarchies, the opposite holds: the wealthy 

rule on the basis of meritocratic equality, while those shut out of office (the poor) demand 

that the regime be ruled on the basis of numerical equality (Pol.1301b30-1302a5). 

Similarly, Aristotle construes the political community to be a composite of smaller 

communities that is formed to further the partial advantages of those smaller 

communities.  For example, the political community encompasses communities of sailors 

and communities of soldiers, so it “seems to come together from the onset, and to 

continue to exist, for the sake of what is advantageous, albeit that of life as a whole rather 

than merely that of the present” (NE.1160a11). 

 This depiction of political friendship as a sort of utility or advantage friendship 

seems to be in tension with Aristotle’s core thesis that man is a social-political being who 

would choose to live together for the sake of living well, even if he could maintain 

material self-sufficiency without the help of others (Pol.1252b30).  Indeed, Cooper 

emphasizes Politics III.9 instead. 51  There, Aristotle declares that the city exists for the 

sake of living well:  “Living well, then, is the end of the city… A city is a partnership of 

families and villages in a complete and self-sufficient life.  The political partnership must 

be regarded, therefore, as being for the sake of noble action, not for the sake of living 

                                                 

51 Cooper, “Political Animals,” 71-5. 
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together” (Pol.1281a2-3).  For a city to be a city, rulers must pay attention to political 

virtue and vice; a city’s inhabitants must care about virtue (Pol.1280b5-8).  Accordingly, 

Aristotle rejects several conceptions of the city that would align it with utility or 

advantage.  The city is not a mere alliance that is formed for the sake of mutual 

protection, exchange, or use.  If a city were formed for those purposes, then the act of 

reaching trade agreements or military alliances would serve to merge two cities into one – 

even if those cities do not share any common offices, and even if the inhabitants of either 

city do not care about the character of those in the other.  Nor is a city simply the location 

where people happen to conduct business.  Certainly, business transactions do occur in a 

city.  However, business concerns necessary things – living rather than living well 

(Pol.1280b30-34).  So, a series of ongoing market exchanges, regulated by a common set 

of laws ensuring just transactions, does not make a city (Pol.1280b20). 

 We can interpret this argument in a few ways.  It can mean that citizens must be 

educated so as to be virtuous.  Alternatively, it can mean that citizens must care about one 

another’s character, or it can mean that a city is only viable when it has a virtuous 

citizenry.  Regardless, what is clear is that Aristotle here binds political partnership to a 

concern for virtue and to living well, not to merely securing advantage.  The Aristotle of 

Pol seems to contradict the Aristotle of NE: the former aligns political partnership with 

virtue, living well, and the natural sociality of man; the latter, with advantage. 

 A Special Sort of Utility Friendship 

I argue, however, that closer consideration reveals that the characterization of political 

friendship in NE and in Pol are closer together than they seem prima facie.  First, 
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according to Aristotle, even though the city is not wholly concerned with what is 

advantageous, its concern with advantage is in fact an expression of man’s social-

political nature.  Man is a social-political being because of his unique capacity for speech, 

and speech “serves to reveal the advantageous and the harmful, and hence also the just 

and the unjust… and partnership in these things is what makes a household and a city 

[emphasis added]” (Pol.1253a1-19). Second, in both NE and Pol, the political community 

can only be understood within a context of difference; the people involved are not 

identical.  We have already noted that Aristotle, in NE, construes the political community 

to be a composite of smaller communities.  Likewise, Aristotle, in Pol, criticizes Socrates 

for conflating a city with a unity that can be understood as analogous to the household or, 

even worse, to an individual person.  The city, rather, must be understood as a sort of 

multitude of households and villages where human beings – different in kind – live 

together (Pol.1252b10-20, 1261a15-30).  Indeed, according to Aristotle, a city risks ruin 

should it be overly unified: “For a household is more self-sufficient than one person, and 

a city than a household; and a city tends to come into being when the partnership formed 

by a multitude is self-sufficient” (Pol.1261b10-14). 

Third, likemindedness demands a meaningful degree of virtue.  Aristotle implies 

this when he maintains that the virtuous can be likeminded in the manner that political 

friends are likeminded, whereas the base cannot.  The base cannot be likeminded because 

they only look to maximize their own benefits; they obstruct the pursuits of their fellow 

citizens, and they refuse to perform their share of public service.  Not only do the base 

neglect the commons; they also instigate factional conflict, for they shun just action and 
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seek instead to compel others to act in various ways via force (NE.1167b10-16).  

Therefore, citizens can only be likeminded when they are capable of acting justly towards 

one another and when they understand that their respective individual advantages are 

constitutive of and constituted by the common advantage of the polity. 

What this all suggests is that Aristotle understands political friendship to be a 

special sort of utility friendship with its own distinguishing features.  First, political 

friendship requires political virtue: (1) the capacity to recognize that one’s individual 

advantage is bound up with the common advantage of the polity; and, with that (as we 

shall see), (2) the disposition to further the common advantage in a manner befitting 

one’s relative status within the particular political friendship in question.  Political virtue 

is not the noble virtue required by virtue friendship – political friendship must be shared 

by citizens who are dissimilar and who are not necessarily capable of participating in 

virtue friendship – but it is some sort of virtue nonetheless. 

Certainly, it is important to acknowledge that some degree of virtue is required to 

participate in utility friendships generally.  After all, market exchanges too cannot sustain 

themselves if their participants are so deprived of virtue that they will attempt to renege 

at the earliest possibility. However, the virtue demanded by Aristotle’s understanding of 

political friendship is more vigorous than that demanded by other sorts of utility 

friendship.  We can attribute this to the fact that political friendship concerns practical 

issues with long-term consequences like the survival of the polity and the way in which 

citizens should govern and be governed – not less significant and/or short-term issues like 

the exchange of economic goods.  However, we can also attribute it to the fact that 
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ordinary utility friendships are, in Aristotle’s view, often inadequate even as guarantors 

of successful economic exchange, let alone the survival of the polity: “… those who use 

each other with a view to some benefit always want more and suppose they obtain less 

than what is proper.  And so they blame the other because they do not obtain as much as 

they want and think they merit, and those who perform the benefactions are not able to 

supply as much as the recipients want” (NE.1162b16-21). 

Indeed, there is evidence that suggests that in Ancient Greece, the introduction of 

coinage to decrease the prevalence of bartering and to minimize the transaction costs of 

marketplace utility friendships actually aggravated the personal distrust and antagonisms 

that existed between buyers and sellers.  This is because introduction of coinage 

generated information asymmetries.  Given that buyers could only assess the quality of 

sellers’ goods after the transactions in question had already been conducted, buyers often 

suspected that sellers were trying to swindle them.  As a result, economic transactions 

frequently devolved into conflict.  When buyers and sellers did manage to reach 

agreements, they usually did so at the end of processes where they “negotiated… not… 

[only] by exchanging numbers… but by using gestures and language, both cunning and 

conventional, to cap and forestall each other.”52 

Second, according to Aristotle, political friends need not and cannot possibly love 

one another as “other selves,” but they must be friends with one another on the basis of 
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their political virtue, regardless of their (necessary) differences.  That is, political friends 

cannot simply be politically virtuous; they must also recognize in one another political 

virtue.  Only so can they sustain both a commitment to the long-term common advantage 

and their respective proportional statuses within the friendship, for only so can they have 

a sense that others are also committed to the common advantage. 

Now, many scholars who interpret Aristotle’s understanding of political 

friendship to be a sort of utility friendship challenge the notion that citizens can only be 

political friends when they recognize one another as politically virtuous.  According to 

the likes of Frank, Danielle Allen, and Çigdem Çidam, Aristotle’s understanding of 

political friendship is more akin to a virtue53 or to a set of practices that enables citizens 

to more ably resolve conflict and act “as if they were friends.”54  However, if this 

interpretation were to hold, then political friendship would be seemingly exempt from 

Aristotle’s basic definition of friendship – the fact that friends have good will towards 

one another and act on that mutual friendly affection (NE.1166b30-1167a10).  Moreover, 

insofar as political friendship is a sort of utility friendship whereby friends come together 

to pursue that which is advantageous for themselves individually, political friends are not 

“on account of their [complete] virtue… eager to benefit each other… surpass[ingly]… 

[as a matter of] obtain[ing] what he aims at” (NE.1162b10).  So, even though they might 

not be quite as inclined to hurl accusations and to blame one another as other sorts of 
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friends of utility might be, political friends are still concerned about whether or not their 

fellow citizens are indeed doing what they ought to do to further the long-term common 

advantage of the polity.  In short, political friends can only be political friends when they 

can verify that they are each not free-riders.  This helps to explain why Aristotle insists 

that even though it is possible for citizens to have many political friends (NE.1171a18), 

there is a limit to how many political friends one can have, beyond which one’s political 

friendships begin to be “[in]conducive” to the survival of the political community: “For a 

city could not come into being from ten human beings, yet when there are ten times ten 

thousand, it is no longer a city either” (Aristotle, NE.1170b31-2). 

This raises the question of whether or not citizens who are strangers can be 

political friends.  Aristotle is ambiguous on this point.  However, given that Aristotle 

himself notes that a city’s population cannot exceed ten times ten thousand, it is unlikely 

that he intends for his understanding political friendship to demand that all citizens know 

one another personally.  How, then, is it possible for citizens who are strangers to verify 

whether or not they are indeed doing what they ought to do to further the long-term 

common advantage? 

 One possibility is that political friendship can be realized through a series of 

networks, not unlike those present in democratic Athens as described by Josaiah Ober.  

On Ober’s account, Athens was organized into a series of participatory districts (demes), 

united by a city-wide council (a “master network of local networks”).  As a result, Athens 

had the feel of a face-to-face society, even though it was never literally a face-to-face 

society: “virtually every Athenian had access to a network of personal contacts… every 
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Athenians was connected to every other Athenian by only one or two ‘degrees of 

separation.’”55  Perhaps, when such a series of intertwining networks exists, citizens who 

are strangers can use those networks to recognize in one another political virtue and a 

commitment to further the long-term common advantage – just as Athenians were able to 

use such networks to draw on the collective resources and knowledge of Athens as a 

whole. 

 Putting this question aside, what is clear is that political friendship cannot be 

understood, as can ordinary sorts of utility friendship, in terms of mere market exchange.  

The friendly affection that grounds political friendship is deeper than that which grounds 

other sorts of utility friendship, and political friends must be more virtuous than other 

friends of utility.  As a result, political friendships will likely be more stable than other 

sorts of utility friendship.  We can therefore understand political friendship to be a sort of 

utility friendship that can facilitate the formation of other sorts of marketplace utility 

friendships.  This is not to say that political friendship is a precondition of marketplace 

utility friendship.  Indeed, in Aristotle’s time, trade took place among cities that did not 

share in political friendship.  Rather, this is to say that people are more likely to stay in or 

to repeat market exchanges – to cooperate – when the mutual affection they share exists 

underneath and goes beyond the specific exchanges in question.56  The political 

                                                 

55 Josiah Ober, Athenian Legacies: Essays on the Politics of Going Together (Princeton: Princeton 
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friendship of NE therefore should not be understood as one of the utility friendships or 

relations of advantage condemned by Aristotle in Pol.III.9.   

The Problem of Stability 

The fact remains, however, that Aristotle still maintains that the city exists for the sake of 

living well.  Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship therefore seems to fit 

awkwardly with the rest of his moral-political thought.  On the one hand, Aristotle argues 

that the city exists for the sake of human flourishing.  On the other hand, he recommends 

notions that fall short of the high demands of human flourishing – for instance, that the 

city should care especially about political virtue and that political friendship is a sort of 

utility friendship.  Moreover, as these notions are rooted in a sort of advantage or utility, 

they provide less stability and durability than would notions rooted in virtue proper – 

perhaps an odd thought, given that political friendship is supposed to serve as a 

foundational source of stability.  Why does Aristotle not recommend that the city focus 

on cultivating virtuous citizens who are capable of participating in virtue friendships? 

 I submit that Aristotle chooses the seemingly self-contradictory option because he 

is deeply concerned about how to foster stability amidst real conditions of political 

complexity, uncertainty, and potential volatility.  That is, Aristotle is so concerned about 

what might happen when citizens in any polity organize themselves into factions and 

develop mutual animosity that he is willing to have those citizens develop a sense of 

                                                 

Sapienza, and Luigi Zingales, “Does Culture Affect Economic Outcomes?,” Journal of Economic 
Perspectives 20, no. 2 (Spring, 2006): 23-48. [Guiso et al, “Culture and Economic Outcomes,” 23-48.] 



 

47 

friendship that might actually compromise their ability to live lives of full human 

flourishing. 

Aristotle famously presents a typology of regimes.  This typology is not merely an 

empirical survey of all the different sorts of regimes that existed in his day; Aristotle 

declares three sorts of regimes (kingship, aristocracy, and polity) “correct” regimes on 

the grounds that they are ruled for the sake of the common advantage, and three other 

sorts of regimes (tyranny, oligarchy, and democracy) deviant on the grounds that they are 

ruled for the sake of their rulers’ private advantages.  Yet just because a regime is ruled 

for the common advantage does not mean that it is conducive to human flourishing – that 

it is an “arrangement under which anyone might act in the best manner and live 

blessedly” (Pol.1324a24-5).  Indeed, even though Aristotle argues that such a city must 

be a moderately-sized, self-sufficient city where equal citizens – relieved of the need to 

deal with necessary tasks by the presence of labourer-slaves (Pol.1324a26-40; 1325b8; 

1329a13-15, a26-34; 1332b25-7) – are able to rule and rule in turn, Aristotle deems 

regimes like kingship and aristocracy correct; these are regimes where some (or one) 

rule(s) and others are ruled, but where none rule and are ruled in turn. 

 This compromise can be accounted for by Aristotle’s conviction that even if a 

best regime did or could exist, aiming to realize the best regime might not be the most 

useful or practical course of action (Pol.1288b21-40).  It is not enough to merely provide 

an account of some ideal city without providing viable alternatives for cities where that 

ideal is untenable or impractical, for what is to come of those cities if there exist no 

alternatives?  Aristotle fears what might happen if any city becomes “filled with 
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enemies” (Pol.1281b30).  So, he is intent on investigating what practicable actions can be 

undertaken to ensure that these cities are stable. 

The citizens of any stable correct regime can thereby be described as political 

friends (NE.1161a10).  Each of the three correct regimes can be ruled for the common 

advantage when their citizens are committed to the common advantage of those regimes, 

are capable of sustaining that commitment, and recognize in one another that 

commitment.  When citizens are friends in this manner, rulers can rule with a view to the 

whole, and the ruled can obey accordingly.  Herein lies another reason why political 

friendship is distinct from other sorts of utility friendship: political friendship can be 

shared by political unequals – not just political equals.  Just as political friendship can be 

shared among equal citizens who satisfy the property requirements of polity, so too can it 

be shared between unequals – between the virtuous and non-virtuous in aristocracy and 

between the king and his subjects in kingship (NE.1160b1-1161a29)57 – at least, 

theoretically. 

What this means is that political friendship, as understood by Aristotle, is not 

merely a special sort of utility friendship; it is a sort of friendship that manifests itself 

differently in different contexts.  This is because the demands of the common advantage 

which ground political friendship vary from regime type to regime type.  The actions 

required to further the common advantage of a kingship differ from those required to 

                                                 

57 This explains why Aristotle remarks that a regime is just to the extent that friendship – equal or unequal – 
appears in that regime (NE.1161a10). 
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further the common advantage of an aristocracy, and those actions differ from those 

required to further the common advantage of a polity.  So, the manner in which political 

friends exhibit political virtue also varies according to regime type and according to their 

respective statuses within those regime types; rulers and subjects who are political friends 

demonstrate to one another that they are indeed politically virtuous by furthering the 

common advantage in manners befitting their relative statuses within the particular 

friendship in question.58  For instance, a king demonstrates political virtue by ruling over 

his subjects as a father cares for his children and as a shepherd cares for his sheep, 

whereas his subjects demonstrate political virtue by obeying him as good children obey 

(and honour) their fathers.  That is, what it means for a king to be politically virtuous 

differs from what it means for his subjects to be politically virtuous: “what is just in these 

cases… is not the same for both, but it does accord with merit” (NE.1161a23).   Likewise, 

what it means for a polity’s citizens (who rule and are ruled in turn on an equal basis, 

together) to be politically virtuous differs from what it means for either a king or his 

subjects to be politically virtuous.  Not only does this underscore the nature of Aristotle’s 

understanding of political friendship as a sort of compromise, formed in the name of 

stability; it underscores political friendship’s status as a special sort of utility friendship, 

rather than as a special sort of virtue friendship: in certain contexts (but not all), the 

                                                 

58 Accordingly, Aristotle also argues that “the virtue of the citizen must necessarily be with a view to the 
regime.  If, then, there are indeed several forms of regime, it is clear that it is not possible for the virtue of 
the excellent citizen to be single, or complete virtue.  That it is possible for a citizen to be excellent yet not 
possess the virtue in accordance with which he is an excellent man, therefore, is evident (Pol.1276b31-6).”. 
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ability to participate in political friendship renders one incapable of participating in virtue 

friendships.  A politically virtuous subject in a kingship who is capable of being ruled is 

not thereby capable of living “blessedly.”  In fact, he might definitively be incapable of 

living blessedly and of forming virtue friendships as a result of his political virtue, for he 

is, as a result, incapable of ruling and being ruled in turn. 

 The fact that Aristotle theorizes ways to foster provisional stability should the 

bonds of political friendship fail to be realized and the perils of faction loom on the 

horizon underscores Aristotle’s concern with the problem of stability – and, ultimately, 

political friendship’s importance.  Indeed, Aristotle acknowledges that the two most 

common regime types – oligarchies and democracies – are unstable precisely because 

their citizens lack political virtue and are not political friends.  The rich tend to be 

arrogant and base on a grand scale, for they possess all the gifts of fortune (money, 

strength, friends), usually from birth; they probably only know how to rule.  Meanwhile, 

the poor tend to be malicious and base on a petty scale, for they are excessively needy 

and humble; they are probably only capable of being ruled (Pol.1295b6-20).  As a result, 

democracies and oligarchies risk becoming cities of contemptuous masters and envious 

slaves, either extreme oligarchies or extreme democracies – tyrannies.  Such cities do not 

qualify as a cities at all, for cities involve “the element of affection” (Pol.1295b24). 

 Aristotle is therefore moved to consider ways in which some degree of stability 

can be attained when broad segments of the citizenry do not share in political friendship.  

For example, Aristotle proposes that the “middling element” be mobilized to ensure that 

those deviant regimes become less deviant: “where the multitude of middling persons 
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predominates either over both the extremities together or over one alone, there a lasting 

polity is capable of existing” (Pol.1296b38).  The middling element helps deviant 

regimes become less deviant in two ways.  First, the presence of the middling element 

induces an “element of affection” that can help ensure that the given city will still qualify 

as a city.  This is because the middling element, according to Aristotle, is capable of 

participating in both virtue friendship and political friendship.  Unlike the modern middle 

class – eager to acquire more and become rich, yet anxious about falling into poverty in a 

context of regularized social mobility59 – Aristotle’s middling element refers to a rather 

stable social and psychological state: members of the middling element are those citizens 

who are moderate in both possessions and character.  The middling element is the 

“readiest to obey reason” (Pol.1295b6), is the most capable of ruling and being ruled, and 

is “alone without factional conflict…” (Pol.1296a6-8).  Second, when the middling 

element comprises the largest part of the city or is “added” to one of the others in order to 

prevent the regime from becoming an extreme oligarchy or democracy, some degree of 

stability can be secured: “when the middling element is numerous, splits over the regime 

occur least of all” (Pol.1296a6-8). 

 This passage tells us two things.  First, it reveals that political friendship is 

essential yet potentially elusive.  On the one hand, correct regimes can only be stable 

when members of different factions are political friends with one another, for alternative 

                                                 

59 I paraphrase the formulation offered in Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, ed. J.P. Mayer 
(New York: First Harper Perennial Modern Classics, 2006), 636. 



 

52 

mechanisms to foster stability are less enduring and reliable than political friendship.  

When the rich and the poor are not political friends, the stability of the city and its 

prevailing regime is not grounded in a mutual commitment shared among citizens, but 

rather in the ability of “the middling person” to act as “a sort of arbitrator” between 

factions that would otherwise “not put up with ruling in turn on account of their distrust 

towards one another” (Pol.1297a1-5).  On the other hand, it appears that a political 

friendship that spans the entirety of a given polity – one that is not merely confined to the 

middling element – can only emerge when a variety of factors which help ensure that all 

(or most) citizens are politically virtuous happen to align.  So, either the middling 

element must comprise the majority – an unlikely event, given that few Greek city states 

had middling elements large enough to even tip the scale – or the rich and the poor, 

contrary to their tendencies, must somehow be capable of feeling affection for those 

outside of their respective classes.  This means that the possibility of political friendship 

might largely be a matter of luck.  As is the case with the possibility of the happy life, the 

possibility of political friendship seems beholden to “many reversals and all manner of 

fortune” (NE.1100a5). 

 Second, even though both equal and unequal political friendships can exist in 

theory, not all sorts of political friendship are equally viable or durable in practice.  Great 

inequality does not render political friendship impossible, but it does render political 

friendship less probable.  So, even though it is possible for a king and his subjects to be 

political friends – indeed, a kingship can only be truly stable when subjects allow 

themselves to be led by their king – it is unlikely that an Agamemon can truly act as a 
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“shepherd for his people (NE.1161b15)”!  This echoes Aristotle’s insight, discussed 

earlier, that even though inequality can be present in friendships generally, that inequality 

cannot be excessive: “for not only are the parties involved [in excessively unequal 

friendships] no longer friends, but they do not even deem themselves worthy to be” 

(Aristotle, NE.1158b35).60 

Beyond Aristotle’s Understanding of Political Friendship 

Aristotle provides us with a strong positive argument for why we should appreciate the 

importance of political friendship.  Aristotle construes political friendship as a special 

sort of utility/advantage friendship that is rooted in the common recognition of political 

virtue: political friends recognize that they are each committed to the common advantage 

of the regime and are able and willing to do what it takes to further that common 

advantage.  Citizens in multiple regime types can be political friends; indeed, the failure 

of citizens in any regime to be political friends jeopardizes the stability of that regime.  

By understanding political friendship in this manner, Aristotle demonstrates that the 

bonds of citizenship in any stable society must be political; stability must not be rooted in 

mere economic relations.  At the same time, however, citizens must not understand 

political life to consist of the joint pursuit of the good life; the joint pursuit of the good 

                                                 

60Similarly, Lorraine Pangle notes that even though timocracies and democracies may find it difficult to 
realize political friendship because their members tend to have lax morals, it is far more difficult to realize 
political friendship in monarchies, let alone tyrannies; given that they presume their citizens to be unequal, 
monarchies impose additional structural barriers to friendship (Lorraine Smith Pangle, Aristotle and the 
Philosophy of Friendship (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 



 

54 

life is something that only a select few have the privilege of attempting – hardly 

something that can serve as the foundation of society except in utopian circumstances.61 

 Consideration of Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship therefore 

suggests to us that liberal democratic societies can only be truly stable when their citizens 

have a sense of togetherness that is rooted in a shared commitment to the common 

advantage – the survival and flourishing of liberal democracy itself.  This does not mean 

that citizens in liberal democracies must endorse one single conception of liberal 

democratic justice.  However, it does mean that citizens must be committed to furthering 

a political regime that is grounded in some understanding or interpretation of the premise 

that citizens are free and equal.62  Such a commitment, we can confidently say, demands 

a commitment to an institutional framework that protects core rights and freedoms; the 

right to due process; the right of privacy; property rights; freedom of speech, assembly, 

and creed; equality under the rule of law; and the right to self-governance.  When citizens 

lack such a sense of togetherness that is rooted a shared commitment to the common 

advantage, liberal democracies are in danger of succumbing to the perils of factionalism.  

Even when liberal democracies persist, they are in danger of becoming shadows of 

themselves. 

                                                 

61 This is not to mention the fact that liberal democracies arguably must never be organized around the 
pursuit of one single understanding of the good life. 
62 E.g., John Rawls, Political Liberalism: Expanded Edition (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 
141; Jan-Werner Müller, What is Populism? (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 82; 
Will Kymlicka, Liberalism, Community, and Culture (Oxford: Clarendon Paperbacks, 1989), 140. 
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 With that being said, however, it is clear that we must think seriously about how 

political friendship can be reinforced in contemporary liberal democracies, for 

contemporary liberal democracies present several challenges to the realization of 

Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship. 

Normative Challenges 

The sense of togetherness shared by citizens in liberal democratic societies must actually 

conform to the normative contours of liberal democracy, regardless of whether or not that 

sense of togetherness is explicitly grounded in liberal democratic principles.  This is 

perhaps an obvious point.  However, it is particularly important to keep this point in mind 

during a discussion of whether or not Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship can 

be realized in the liberal democratic context, for Aristotle does not necessarily preclude 

the possibility that citizens, as political friends, might be politically unequal.  For 

instance, as we have seen, according to Aristotle, kings can be political friends with their 

subjects, just as fathers can be friends with their children; and aristocrats can be friends 

with one another, just as husbands can be friends with their wives (whom Aristotle 

considers inferior).  This reflects Aristotle’s assumption that people are not created 

equally – that different sorts of people have different sorts of functions and statuses 

(Aristotle, Pol.I.3).  However, liberal democracy presupposes that citizens must be free 

and (politically) equal.  Therefore, in liberal democratic contexts, Aristotle’s 

understanding of political friendship cannot be realized in manners that undermine 

citizens’ statuses as political equals.  Indeed, even though a king might rule for the 

common advantage rather than for his own private interest, he still enjoys a superior 
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political status that empowers him with the authority to arbitrarily interfere with the lives 

of subordinates.63  Such unequal political friendships, in other words, solidify relations of 

dominance that are incompatible with the political egalitarianism of liberal democracy – 

relations of dominance that may be benevolent, but that are relations of dominance 

nonetheless. 

 Avoiding such benevolent relations of dominance and, by extension, unequal 

political friendships in the liberal democratic context is more difficult than one might 

think.  Having formal political equality is one thing (e.g., equal protection under the rule 

of law); having a political equality where citizens, in Aristotle’s words, “rule and are 

ruled in term,” is another.64  Particularly when social-economic inequalities are steep, it is 

tempting to support powerful individuals who deploy their resources and privilege to 

benefit what they see as the common good – rather than willingly surrender their 

privilege to their fellow citizens.  In our own times, it is tempting to support the efforts of 

“benevolent billionaires” who invest their ample resources in a variety of praiseworthy 

causes, but do not surrender the political privileges that emerge from their superior social 

and economic standings.  After all, those acts of charity can be understood as positive 

side-effects of inequality.65 

                                                 

63 Philip Pettit, Republicanism: A Theory of Freedom and Government (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1997). 
64 The distinction I draw upon here recalls John Dewey’s distinction between ‘formal liberty’ and ‘effective 
liberty’ in John Dewey, “Liberalism and Social Action” in The U.S. Constitution: A Reader, ed. Hillsdale 
College Politics Faculty (Hillsdale: Hillsdale College Press, 2012), 627. 
65 Along these lines, Rob Reich argues that big philanthropy can potentially corrode liberal democratic 
values because it is often an exertion of power – “the conversion of private assets into public influence.”  
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 The development of such unequal political friendships, in short, threatens to 

frustrate the realization of core liberal democratic ideals.  Not only are such political 

friendships problematic from the standpoint of liberal democracy and justice; they can 

also serve, ironically, as sources of instability.  Given that such unequal political 

friendships serve to cement relations of domination, those who wish to prod liberal 

democratic societies into living up to their core normative commitments (e.g., to secure 

political equality), as they understand those commitments, may deem it necessary to 

resort to more drastic measures to realize their objectives than they otherwise would 

when citizens share in equal Aristotelian political friendships or, less strongly stated, 

when citizens do not share in unequal Aristotelian political friendships.  These political 

actors, acting in the name of liberal democracy, may deem it necessary to rectify the 

oppression they observe through exertions of aggregate power like civil disobedience – 

destabilization in the name of justice. 

Practical Obstacles 

The typical organization of contemporary liberal democratic societies also undermines 

the emergence of Aristotelean political friendship.  Contemporary liberal democratic 

societies typically come in the form of large-sized nation states whose population sizes 

dwarf that of ancient Athens (approximately 40 000 citizens).  Can we expect fellow 

citizens who are strangers to be able to do what Aristotelian political friends are 

                                                 

See Rob Reich, Just Giving: Why Philanthropy is Failing and How It Can Do Better (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2018). 
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supposed to do – recognize in one another political virtue and a commitment to further 

the long-term common advantage? 

 The answer seems intuitively clear: no.  After all, even though Aristotle does not 

explicitly say so, it seems that citizens can only be Aristotelian political friends if they 

know one another personally.  How else can political friends recognize in one another 

political virtue?66  To borrow A.W. Price’s formulation, Aristotle’s understanding of 

political friendship “retain[s] goodwill [from virtue friendship], but must replace 

intimacy by acquaintance [emphasis added]…”67 – not mere awareness. 

It is conceivable, however, that Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship can be 

realized through a series of networks similar to those present in democratic Athens.  

Earlier, I argued that political friends must be able to recognize in one another political 

virtue and a commitment to further the common advantage because political friends can 

only be friends when they verify that they are each not free-riders.  Following Ober, I 

suggested that citizens who are strangers might be able to attain such mutual recognition 

by participating in a series of intertwining networks.  Through these networks, citizens 

can recognize in one another political virtue and a commitment to further the long-term 

common advantage (or their lack thereof).  They can do so, even if they do not know one 

another personally in the strictest sense, because it is possible to discern political 

character and/or intention with some accuracy, as well as perform acts of political good 

                                                 

66 E.g., P.E. Digeser, Friendship Reconsidered: What it Means and How it Matters to Politics (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2016), 109-111. 
67 A.W. Price, “Friendship and Politics” in Tijdschrift voor Filosofie, 61ste Jaarg., Nr. 3 (1999): 542. 
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will and be recognized for having done so, from a reasonably close distance.  In fact, it 

might even be easier, in some cases, to discern the political character and intentions of 

fellow citizens in this manner; citizens who are one or two degrees removed from one 

another may be less distracted in their judgments of whether or not they are politically 

virtuous and committed to the common advantage by personal character defects or vices 

that are ultimately not politically salient, such as whether or not a fellow citizen is a serial 

adulterer, than they would be when they know one another personally.  Therefore, it is 

possible that individual citizens can be personal political friends with enough fellow 

citizens that their respective personal networks collectively encompass the whole city.  

Stability can therefore, perhaps, be attained via de facto, albeit not necessarily personal, 

Aristotelian political friendship.68 

 This strategy of Aristotelian political friendship via networks, however, probably 

cannot be replicated with success in contemporary liberal democratic societies (at least, 

not by itself) – and not just because these societies are large.  Certainly, a version of the 

problem of numbers does emerge.  The larger a society is, the more difficult it becomes 

for those overlapping networks to either remain effective or encompass the whole 

society.  This is because it becomes more difficult for those networks to accomplish what 

they are supposed to accomplish when citizens are no longer separated by merely one or 

two degrees.  In other words, the size of contemporary liberal democratic societies 

                                                 

68 The fact that such networks are less likely to be realized in non-democratic, unequal circumstances 
perhaps underscores how much more difficult it is to realize political friendship when the one or the few 
rule(s) than when the many rule. 
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undermines citizens’ ability to verify through those overlapping networks that they are all 

largely politically virtuous and committed to the long-term common advantage; it 

jeopardizes that which citizens must share in common in order to be personal or de facto 

Aristotelian political friends.  Indeed, even though Aristotle does maintain that “a city 

could not come into being from ten human beings,” he goes on to say that “when there 

are ten times ten thousand, it is no longer a city either (NE.1170b32-5.).” 

 Moreover, it is unclear whether or not such networks can facilitate the mutual 

recognition of political virtue as fluidly as they can facilitate the transfer of knowledge 

generally.  For one thing, these networks are intended to allow citizens to readily call 

upon specific pieces of information or to have access to expertise when necessary or 

desired, whereas friendship demands some degree of sustained attention: “many 

friendships the lack of contact dissolves” (NE.1157b13).  For another, even though it is 

less vigorous than virtue friendship, political friendship does concern the common 

advantage of a polity– something that is supposed to last and that cannot, as can be the 

case with the trade of services, be “rendered in a short time” (NE.1158a18).  Therefore, 

even though political friendship does not require citizens to develop the habit of living 

together, it likely requires citizens to “acquire [some sort of] experience of the other 

person” (NE.1158a14-5).  So, the knowledge of whether or not a citizen or a group of 

citizens is politically virtuous cannot be transferred in the manner that knowledge of how 

to perform a certain task or, even, of whether or not one can trust the provider of a certain 

good or service can be transferred. 
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Yet there are other practical barriers to the emergence of Aristotelean political 

friendship in the contemporary liberal democratic context, beyond the problem of 

numbers.  First, Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship is potentially plausible in 

the Athenian context because Athen’s participatory democratic institutions (e.g., the 

demes) are designed to facilitate the formation of Oberian networks.  Through those 

institutions, citizens engage in political life with one another, thereby developing those 

overlapping networks.69  Liberal democracies, however, tend to be organized as non-

participatory, representative democracies, and the citizens of liberal democratic societies 

rarely participate in politics so directly.70  Often limiting their political involvement to 

elections (and often not even that), citizens largely leave the work of legislation, 

execution, and adjudication to representatives, professionals, and bureaucrats.  In 

Aristotle’s words, these ‘citizens’ lack “leisure from the necessary things (Pol.1269a34)” 

and “live a vulgar or a merchant’s way of life… [a] way of life [that] is ignoble and 

contrary to [the] virtue [required of citizenship] (Pol.1269a34),” for liberal democratic 

societies do not make use of slave-labourers who can relieve citizens of the need to work.  

So, barring radical reform, liberal democratic societies do not use legal-political 

institutions to facilitate the development of overlapping networks. 

                                                 

69 Note that in Athens, many citizens were also capable of participating in these participatory institutions 
because the presence of slaves relieved citizens of the need to work. 
70 For a classic formulation of this phenomenon, see Benjamin Constant, “The liberty of the ancients 
compared with that of the moderns” in Constant: Political Writings, ed. and trans. Biancamaria Fontana 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 308-29. 
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What this means is that in the context of contemporary liberal democracies, in 

order for Aristotelian political friendship to cultivate stability, Oberian networks must be 

developed in some extra-political sphere.  The most popular candidate for where these 

networks can be developed often called civil society.  Civil society is the social sphere 

where people come together for extra-political and extra-economic reasons.  Now, we can 

envision a scenario where citizens’ overlapping personal networks in civil society come 

to foster the feel of a face-to-face society; through these networks, citizens can perhaps 

indirectly recognize in one another political virtue and the commitment to further a 

common advantage.  However, out of an implicit recognition that this scenario probably 

will not come to fruition, most proponents of this strategy settle for a more modest goal: 

citizens’ personal networks, formed in civil society, can simply generate a general 

climate of trust.  For instance, echoing Edmund Burke’s remark that “to love the little 

platoon we belong to in society, is the first principle (the germ as it were) of public 

affections,”71 Thomas Spragens Jr. argues that political friendship consists of “partial 

friendships” whose effects – the facilitation of trust, communication, cooperation, and 

mutual assistance – can “spill over” into the public.72  These partial friendships need not 

be organized around a comprehensive conception of the good or some higher good, but 

they must be organized around something – even if those somethings are as trivial as 

                                                 

71 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, ed. J.G.A. Pocock (Indianapolis: Hackett 
Publishing Company, 1987), 41. 
72 Thomas A. Spragens, Jr., Civic Liberalism: Reflections on Our Democratic Ideals (Lanham: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1999), 185-8. [Spragens, Civic Liberalism, 185-8.] 
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dominoes or white mice.73  The idea here is that these partial friendships can facilitate the 

development of a more broadly shared sense of public spiritedness.  As a result, it 

becomes more likely that society will be able to fulfill its principal functions – to ensure 

stability, facilitate economic performance, and mobilize the community to deal with 

social problems.74  Spragens writes,  

… they [partial friendships] can function as seedbeds of civic virtue.  Just as small 
families function as small partial associations that socialize children, so particular 
friendships arouse and nurture capacities for trust in, cooperation with, and 
affection for other members of society.  Through habituation and generalization, 
dispositions towards eunoia and caritas learned within small-scale friendship 
associations can be crucial instrumentalities for countervailing our natural 
narcissism and turning us toward being good neighbours and good citizens.75 

Yet as has been commonly noted, the capacity of civil society to successfully serve even 

this more modest function has not been consistent.  Political scientists like Robert Putnam 

have observed that Americans’ participation in civil society has steadily decreased since 

the mid-20th century.76  Likewise, Spragens is motivated to develop his conception of 

political friendship precisely because he deems the contemporary state of civil society 

impoverished. 

This leaves the economic sphere as the only sphere in society where citizens 

might be able to recognize that they are politically virtuous and committed to the 

                                                 

73 C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves (New York: Mariner Books, 1988). 
74 Spragens, Civic Liberalism, 188. 
75 Spragens, Civic Liberalism, 187. 
76 E.g., Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: 
Simon and Schuster Paperbacks, 2000). [Putnam, Bowling.] 
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common advantage of the regime or, more modestly, to develop a sense of trust.  

However, the parties involved in economic relations typically seek to further mutual or 

overlapping interests whose time horizons are far shorter than the time horizons involved 

in furthering the common advantage of political regimes.  As a result, economic partners 

are frequently willing to overlook, dismiss, or ignore the fact that their partners might not 

be committed to the common advantage of the regime.  History is littered with examples 

of businesses (based in liberal democracies) eagerly conducting business with actors 

whom they knew were committed to undermining the very existence of liberal 

democracy.  IBM was willing to do business with the Nazis, and Swiss banks were 

willing to store riches that the Nazis had stolen from their Jewish victims.  Moreover, 

given that they are typically fuelled by competition and short-term interest, economic 

relations tend to be unreliable sources of trust.  Empirical research suggests that sustained 

marketplace cooperation is usually not the catalyst, but is rather the result, of a pre-

existing culture of trust generated by shared ethnic origins, similar religious upbringings, 

the same country of origin, etc. – things that are not economic.77  For example, Robert 

Putnam observes that: 

Although nominally competitors, these companies’ leaders [in Silicon Valley] 
shared information, problem-solving techniques, and perhaps just as important, 
beers after work…. Silicon Valley’s major U.S. competitor, the route 128 corridor 
outside Boston, did not develop such interfirm social capital.  Rather it maintained 
traditional norms of corporate hierarchy, secrecy, self-sufficiency, and 
territoriality.  Employees rarely went out after work with one another or with 
people from other firms.  Route 128’s “I’ll succeed on my own” philosophy is 

                                                 

77 Again, Guiso et al, “Culture and Economic Outcomes,” 23-48. 
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largely responsible for its poor performance relative to Silicon Valley’s, 
according to the leading study of the two high-tech centers.78 

Second, if such networks can be developed (one way or another), but not to extent 

that they collectively encompass the entirety of society, then those networks will serve as 

sources of division rather than as sources of political friendship.  If those networks are 

isolated from another – if they are not cross-cutting – then they will serve as sources of 

faction.  This is particularly the case when those networks are isolated according to 

political ideology, ethnicity, religion, culture, and/or economic class.  In Putnam’s terms, 

such networks serve to bond, but not to bridge; they “reinforce exclusive identities and 

homogeneous groups… [thereby] undergirding specific reciprocity and mobilizing 

solidarity…,” but without establishing links “to external assets… [and] generat[ing] 

broader identities and reciprocity.” 79  Spragens, similarly, acknowledges that partial 

friendships can potentially serve to divide and destabilize: 

The interest or enthusiasm or purpose that fuels the union of friendship tends at 
the same to distinguish and hence potentially to separate those included in the 
friendship from the rest of society.  These others may be perceived merely as the 
uninitiated or they may be more negatively construed as the “other” in a stronger 
sense…. They can function as factions in the Madisonian sense, with all the 
dangers and pitfalls attendant to factious behaviour.80 

Indeed, the increasing polarization of American politics can, in part, be attributed to the 

development of such factious networks.  Americans increasingly segregate or “sort” 

                                                 

78 Putnam, Bowling. 
79 Putnam, Bowling, 22-3. 
80 Spragens, Civic Liberalism, 187. 
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themselves geographically into ideologically-homogeneous communities, so more and 

more Americans are failing to interact with people who adhere to different political 

opinions;81 the networks formed by Americans are increasingly ideologically 

homogeneous.  As a result, Americans’ networks serve less to foster public spiritedness 

than to encourage certainty of belief – an imperviousness of political attitudes and a lack 

of willingness to listen to those with whom they disagree.  This problem of isolated 

networks and factionalism is not unique to large liberal societies.82  However, the sheer 

size of liberal democratic societies exacerbates this problem, as well as the presence of 

modern conditions of pluralism – racial, ethnic, religious, and cultural diversity.83 

Taking Political Friendship Seriously 

Aristotle’s discussion of political friendship gives us a strong positive argument for the 

importance of political friendship.  Certainly, it is neither desirable nor possible to realize 

Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship in the contemporary liberal democratic 

context.  Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship cannot guarantee that political 

friends will indeed be politically equal, and it cannot be reliably cultivated in the context 

of contemporary liberal democratic societies.  Still, Aristotle’s discussion encourages us 

to believe that some understanding of political friendship is vital for the pursuit of 

                                                 

81 See Bill Bishop, The Big Sort (New York: Houghton Millfin Books, 2008). 
82 As we have seen, Aristotle obsesses over the problem of factionalism.  For instance, the derogatory 
generalizations he sometimes uses to describe various factions (e.g., that the poor are “imprudent,” and the 
rich, “rob[bers] and plunder[ers] [of] the possessions of the multitude”)82 can be read as depictions of how 
opposing factions characterize opposing factions among their own respective, factional networks. 
83 This means that it is even more vital that the networks citizens form are cross-cutting. 
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stability in liberal democratic societies.  Moreover, Aristotle’s discussion provides us 

with some preliminary guidelines regarding what our liberal democratic understanding of 

political friendship must ensure.  Namely, our understanding of political friendship must 

ensure that citizens share some sort of sense of togetherness that is rooted in a shared 

commitment to the common advantage of the particular liberal democratic regimes in 

question; the bond citizens share must be political – neither economic nor ethical. 

 What if, however, we can secure an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal 

democratic stability without recourse to the resources of political friendship?  In the next 

chapter, we shall consider alternative perspectives that deem political friendship either 

superfluous or counterproductive.  By rejecting these alternative perspectives, we will 

have additional, negative reasons for why we must appreciate the importance of political 

friendship for liberal democracy. 
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CHAPTER 3 – Weird Optimism: Alternatives to Political 
Friendship 

In the previous chapter, I began to make the case that contemporary liberal democratic 

societies can only secure an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability 

by taking political friendship seriously.  Advancing a fresh interpretation of Aristotle’s 

understanding of political friendship, I argued that the pursuit of stability is the primary 

concern of Aristotelean political friendship and that Aristotle’s discussion of political 

friendship has something valuable to tell us about how to confront the problem of 

stability.  Even though we must go beyond his understanding of political friendship when 

attempting to secure an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability, 

Aristotle gives us an idea of what any liberal democratic understanding of political 

friendship must ensure: that citizens have a political sense of togetherness that is 

grounded in a shared commitment to further the longterm common advantage of the 

regime in question; that citizens do not conflate politics with the pursuit of the good life; 

and that citizens are not bound together by mere economic relations. 

 More needs to be said, however, for why we must appeal to political friendship.  

This is because the basic case for political friendship’s importance requires both positive 

and negative arguments.  It requires a positive argument that demonstrates political 

friendship’s importance, and it requires a negative argument that demonstrates why 

alternative paths to an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability are 

either insufficient or wrongheaded.  So, even though we have seen what the positive half 

of the basic case looks like, the negative half still needs to be made. 
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 In this chapter, I do exactly that.  I critique alternative perspectives in search of 

negative reasons for why liberal democracies must take political friendship seriously.  

First, I consider a perspective that appeals to the resources of rationally- informed, 

philosophical discourse.  It agrees with the project of political friendship that a liberal 

democratic polity can only sustain itself if citizens share some sense of togetherness, but 

insists that political friendship is superfluous (or, less strongly stated, of secondary 

importance).  Instead, an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability can 

be attained through a consensus on fundamental ethical values and self-understandings.  

By considering two paradigmatic versions of this perspective’s – John Rawls’s political 

liberalism and Jürgen Habermas’s discursive democracy84 – I demonstrate that this 

perspective is insufficient.  It can only succeed when citizens are already the sorts of 

citizens who will behave in a manner conducive to its success – yet it cannot provide a 

convincing account of how citizens can become the sorts of citizens who will do what it 

takes to attain and sustain that foundational ethical consensus. 

 Second, I consider a broad perspective that rejects the need to cultivate a sense of 

togetherness – let alone attain a stabilizing ethical consensus.  ‘Realist’ conceptions of 

liberal democratic politics argue that the cultivation of a sense of togetherness is 

counterproductive: proposals like those offered by Rawls and Habermas threaten to 

cement oppression or to suppress the necessary expression of political disagreement, 

                                                 

84 In a later chapter, I will consider a second solution offered by Habermas: constitutional patriotism.  
Accordingly, I shall afford Rawls’s appeal to rationally-informed philosophical discourse more attention 
than Habermas’s. 
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thereby leading to the explosion of political antagonisms in the long-run.  So, liberal 

democratic societies must instead embrace institutionalized competition and power 

politics.  Political competition allows for the necessary expression of political 

antagonisms and, according to some realists, can facilitate the expansion of citizens’ 

capacity for mutual recognition.  By considering variations of this argument – Jacob 

Levy’s “organized disunity,” William Connolly and Thomas McCarthy’s “soft agonism,” 

and Chantal Mouffe’s “hard agonism” – I demonstrate that political realism can only 

have a chance of success if it takes the need to cultivate a sense of togetherness seriously.  

If it does not, then political competition and struggle will likely overheat, leading to an 

internal war among enemies and the demise of liberal democracy.  In other words, realist 

conceptions of liberal democratic politics ultimately fall back on the hope that things will 

work themselves out. 

 Last, I consider a perspective that insists upon the need for a dramatic downsizing 

of the state and for radical voluntarism: libertarianism.  Not only should people be free to 

engage in any voluntary economic transactions they would like (so long as they do not 

resort to fraud, use force, or break their promises); they should also be free to create or 

join their own distinctive civil societies – their own “utopia of utopias.”  I argue that the 

libertarian proposal cannot sustain itself because it effectively eliminates the possibility 

of a sense of togetherness that can span the all citizens.  When civil society is privatized, 

citizens can only share in one of two things: in a best case scenario, mutual indifference; 

in a worst case scenario, pervasive competition – competition in the free market and in 
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the “utopia of utopias.”  Nothing within the libertarian framework can counteract the 

potentially corrosive effects of competition. 

Justice and Discursive Democracy: Putting the Cart Before the Horse 

The first broad alternative perspective maintains that liberal democratic societies can only 

sustain themselves when their citizens share a sense of togetherness.  However, rather 

than appeal to the resources of political friendship, it appeals to the resources of 

rationally- informed, philosophical discourse.  Modern conditions of pluralism can be 

managed, and a liberal democratic stability, attained, through the realization of a 

consensus over citizens’ fundamental ethical values and self-understandings. 

John Rawls’s Overlapping Consensus 

John Rawls’s account of this perspective suggests that the given liberal democratic 

society can realize stability “for the right reasons”85 when the fair terms of social 

cooperation of that society manifest themselves in a free-standing political conception of 

justice, supported by an “overlapping consensus” of “reasonable” conceptions of the 

good.  Specifically, Rawls argues that the primary political, social, and economic 

institutions of liberal democratic society – the “basic structure” – should reflect the 

common/neutral ground shared by reasonable comprehensive doctrines that respect the 

contours of political liberalism. 

                                                 

85 John Rawls, Political Liberalism: Expanded Edition (New York: Columbia Univeristy Press, 2005), 458-
9. [Rawls, PL, 458-9.] 



 

72 

 Rawls aims to deepen the basic stability that a “constitutional consensus” 

procures.  A constitutional consensus consists of a shared agreement on the basic rights 

and liberties required to secure “democratic electoral procedures for moderating political 

rivalry within society.”86  In a constitutional consensus, citizens do not merely accept 

basic liberal democratic principles of justice like toleration out of interest; they also do so 

out of custom, traditional attitudes, or social conformity.87  Importantly for Rawls, most 

citizens in a constitutional consensus affirm these principles of justice on an individual 

basis without reference to their respective comprehensive religious and/or moral 

doctrines.  After all, most citizens adhere to comprehensive doctrines that have “a certain 

looseness” and that are not “fully comprehensive.”  Not only does this indicate that there 

are many ways for the principles of justice to cohere with a plurality of comprehensive 

doctrines; it also indicates that most citizens “affirm the principles of justice incorporated 

into their constitution and political practice without seeing any particular connection, one 

way or another, between those principles and their other views… [out of] apprec[iation] 

[for] the good those principles accomplish both for them and those they care for.”88 

 The constitutional consensus, Rawls argues, thereby provides a preliminary 

bedrock of stability.  It establishes firm rules of political contestation, “tak[ing] those 

guarantees off the political agenda and put[ting] them beyond the calculus of social 

                                                 

86 Rawls, PL, 158. 
87 Rawls, PL, 160-1. 
88 Rawls, PL, 160. 



 

73 

interests,”89 and ensures that those rules are articulated in common sense terms.  This 

encourages the development of “the cooperative virtues of life: the virtue of 

reasonableness and a sense of fairness, a spirit of compromise and a readiness to meet 

others halfway…”90  Specifically, when citizens believe that institutions and procedures 

are just, they become willing to do what is necessary to sustain those institutions and 

procedures; and when they observe others doing the same with “evident intention,” they 

become even more willing.  Thus emerges seeds of mutual trust.  This sense of trust 

deepens when those institutions and procedures continue to operate successfully and 

when citizens increasingly recognize that success. 

 The stability secured by the constitutional consensus, however, is not a stability 

attained “for the right reasons.”  It is not grounded in the ideas that people are free and 

equal persons and that society is a fair system of cooperation.  Moreover, it only ensures 

that citizens will support procedures and institutions that will moderate political rivalry; it 

does not ensure that citizens will agree on the principles which cover the basic structure 

as “a whole” and, by extension, that there will be “guarantees [of] liberty of thought 

generally… legislation assuring freedom of association [and] freedom of movement… 

[and] measures assur[ing] that the basic needs of all citizens are met so that they can take 

part in political and social life.”91 

                                                 

89 Rawls, PL, 161. 
90 Rawls, PL, 163. 
91 Rawls, PL, 166. 
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 Rawls therefore deems it necessary to pursue an “overlapping consensus.”  More 

than a practical coalition of support, the overlapping consensus represents a political 

conception of justice; it is a thin, free-standing, moral conception that reflects the 

fundamental intuitions shared by members of the liberal democratic mainstream.92  Like 

a constitutional consensus, the overlapping consensus is neither a mere circumstantial 

alignment of interests nor the expression of any particular “comprehensive” conception 

of the good.  The overlapping consensus, however, is deeper than a constitutional 

consensus.  It is grounded in “a political conception of justice that uses fundamental ideas 

of society and person”93 (not in the mere acceptance of principles as principles)94 and 

covers the basic structure (not just electoral procedures and the institutions of the rule of 

law).   

 How does the overlapping consensus, according to Rawls, realize stability for the 

right reasons?  First, it provides citizens with a common point of reference to judge 

whether or not the basic structure is indeed just.  Now, citizens do not need to agree on a 

single political conception of justice.  Citizens within a particular liberal democratic 

society may disagree about what the fair terms of social cooperation should be, and 

different national discussions may arrive at different terms of social cooperation as 

well.95  However, an “enduring majority”96 of citizens must adhere to “some member” of 

                                                 

92 Rawls, PL, 
93 Rawls, PL, 164. 
94 Rawls, PL, 158. 
95 Rawls, PL, xlvi-xlv ii. 
96 Rawls, PL, xlvii. 
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a “family of reasonable liberal political conceptions of justice” 97 that meets “the criteria 

of reciprocity and the burdens of judgment.”98  That way, citizens can judge whether or 

not political and social institutions are just by reference to a “publically recognized point 

of view”99 that “all citizens [… consider] reasonable and some [… consider] the most 

reasonable.”100 

 Second, the overlapping consensus enforces a priority of right.  This priority of 

right regulates pluralism by offering “unreasonable” comprehensive doctrines that 

transgress the boundaries of those aforementioned families of reasonable political 

conception of justice no credence.  What that means is that in a fully “well-ordered” 

society, comprehensive doctrines can transgress the boundaries of the overlapping 

consensus in one of two ways.  First, their adherents can fail to provide “public reasons” 

for their support of the overlapping consensus: they may be unable to abstain from 

referring to their particular comprehensive doctrines when discussing the political 

                                                 

97 Specifically, citizens must adhere to understandings of the political conception of justice that conform to 
the following three conditions: (1) they must specify certain liberal democratic rights, liberties, and 
opportunities; (2) they must prioritize these freedoms; and (3) they must guarantee all citizens “adequate 
all-purpose means” to make intelligence and effective use of their liberties and opportunities (Rawls, PL, 
xlvi). 
98 Rawls, PL, xlvii. 
99 Rawls, PL, 9. 
100 Rawls, PL, xlviii.  With that being said, Rawls maintains that the ‘focus’ of this consensus can very well 
narrow and that Justice as Fairness will come to “specify the center of the focal class”: “the narrower the 
differences between the liberal conception when correctly based on fundamental ideas in a democratic 
public culture, and the more compatible the underlying interests that support them in a stable basic structure 
regulated by them, the narrower the range of liberal conceptions defining the focus of the consensus 
(Rawls, PL, 167). 
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conception of justice, or they may violate the epistemic constraints of public reasons.101  

Second, adherents of unreasonable comprehensive doctrines can fail to privately reason 

support for the political conception of justice.  That is, even though the overlapping 

consensus allows citizens to refer to their comprehensive doctrines when reasoning 

support for the political conception of justice in private,102 the adherents of unreasonable 

comprehensive doctrines might still not be able to derive support for the political 

conception of justice; they might find the political conception of justice incompatible 

with their respective comprehensive doctrines.103   

 Now, Rawls does acknowledge that in the context of a society that is not yet fully 

well-ordered, citizens may invoke their comprehensive doctrines to reassure their fellow 

citizens of their commitment to the political conception of justice; their doing so “may 

help to show that the overlapping consensus is not a mere modus vivendi.”  Still, 

according to Rawls, such appeals to citizens’ comprehensive doctrines “encourag[e] 

citizens to honor the ideal of public reason.”104  So, even though the ideal of public 

reason may allow citizens to sometimes appeal to their comprehensive doctrines, these 

appeals constitute exceptions to the rule rather than the rule itself – tools to encourage 

citizens to become the sorts of citizens who can indeed abstain from referring to their 

                                                 

101 Rawls, PL, 224-5.  These constraints are: common sense; the scientific method; plain truth; and the 
norms of reciprocity, liberty, and equality. 
102 Rawls, PL, 209. 
103 As Rawls notes, “the political conception is a module, an essential constituent part, that fits into and can 
be supported by various reasonable comprehensive doctrines that endure in the society regulated by it 
(Rawls, PL, 12.).” 
104 Rawls, PL, 247-9. 
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comprehensive doctrines when discussing the political conception of justice in public.  

Therefore, we can say that the overlapping consensus regulates who may participate in 

the rational discursive search for a political conception of justice: only “reasonable” 

citizens who demonstrate a commitment of justice in the first place may partake in the 

overlapping consensus. 

Lest we think that this is a utopian proposition, Rawls argues that citizens will 

largely recognize the deficiencies of the constitutional consensus and be moved to pursue 

an overlapping consensus.  More than that: by virtue of having attained a constitutional 

consensus, citizens will have become the sorts of reasonable citizens who are capable of 

participating in an overlapping consensus.  Such citizens have become attached to basic 

liberal democratic principles of justice, adjusted their comprehensive doctrines so as to 

conform with those principles, developed the virtues of reasonableness and the spirit of 

compromise, and grown to trust one another.  Accordingly, such citizens will then be 

capable of participating in rational discourse: 

by looking to the public culture itself as the shared fund of implicitly recognized 
basic ideas to realize an overlapping consensus as and principles [,] We hope to 
formulate these ideas and principles clearly enough to be combined into a political 
conception of justice congenial to our most firmly held convictions… [by means 
of] due reflection… reflective equilibrium.105 
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i) On the Transition from a Constitutional Consensus to an 
Overlapping Consensus 

The constitutional consensus promises to generate a preliminary foundation of trust.  This 

trust is based on citizens’ principled acceptance of basic liberal democratic principles of 

justice and institutions.  Citizens begin to trust one another when they believe that those 

principles are just, are willing to do what is required to sustain those principles and 

institutions, and observe their peers doing the same with evident intention.  This 

preliminary foundation of trust is vital for Rawls’s proposal to succeed.  If it cannot be 

secured, then the constitutional consensus – the first step towards an overlapping 

consensus – cannot sustain itself. 

 An immediate worry about this concerns the fact that the trust generated here is 

based on what some have called “nationally anonymous” political principles. 106  Why 

should citizens remain loyal to their nation state’s political institutions and feel a special 

sense of togetherness with their fellow citizens in particular?  Why should they not trust 

all people and peoples who demonstrate a commitment to liberal democratic principles?  

Why should they not feel loyal to the political institutions that best embody those 

principles – wherever they may be found?  Will Kymlicka and Keith Banting call this the 

problem of “boundedness.” 107   

                                                 

106 Christian Joppke, “The Retreat of Multiculturalism in the Liberal State: Theory and Policy,” British 
Journal of Sociology 55, no. 2 (2004): 253. 
107 Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka, “Introduction” in The Strains of Commitment, ed. Keith Banting and 
Will Kymlicka (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 16. [Banting and Kymlicka, Strains, 16.] 
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 This charge is warranted insofar as there is “a logical gap between a cognitive 

belief in universal values and a felt solidarity with a bounded ‘we.’”108  However, as we 

have seen, citizens under Rawls’s scheme do not develop an attachment to liberal 

democratic principles of justice in the abstract; they develop an attachment to those 

principles because they come “to appreciate the good those principles accomplish both 

for themselves and for those they care for, as well as for society at large”109 – that is, as 

those principles are embodied in concrete institutions and procedures.  With that, they 

come to trust their fellow citizens because they observe one another doing what it takes to 

sustain those principle and institutions.  So, on this score, Rawls’s argument for the 

preliminary trust generated by the constitutional consensus stands. 

 Yet there remain concerns.  First, the fact that Rawls builds the preliminary sense 

of trust on top of citizens’ initial acceptance of liberal democratic principles means that 

the constitutional consensus faces an initiation problem.  By Rawls’s own account, a 

constitutional consensus develops out of a modus vivendi.  In a modus vivendi, citizens 

only reluctantly agree to be governed by liberal democratic principles.  They would 

prefer that their respective comprehensive doctrines be implemented through politics, but 

have become exhausted by the competition (and fighting) which has ensued.  With time, 

however, these citizens come to appreciate the benefits that liberal democratic principles 

and institutions produce; they thus affirm those principles and institutions on the merits, 

                                                 

108 Banting and Kymlicka, Strains, 16. 
109 Rawls, PL, 160. 
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thereby making a constitutional consensus possible.  A constitutional consensus is 

therefore viable when illiberal alternatives have proven disastrous or when warring 

factions have reached a stalemate.  What if, however, illiberal political arrangements 

succeed in winning the affirmation of citizens, if the polity is split between adherents and 

opponents of liberal democracy, or if a specific comprehensive doctrine or interest 

manages to dominate over the rest?  That is, what should be done when many citizens 

reject the need and/or value of liberal democracy?  This indicates that the Rawlsian 

project will have difficulties getting off the ground and running wherever liberal 

democratic principles are hardly present.  More than that: it also indicates that the 

Rawlsian project might have difficulty staging a comeback, should citizens turn their 

backs on liberal democracy. 

 It can be argued, reasonably, that Rawls’s strategy should not be faulted for being 

historically contingent in this manner.  After all, Rawls explicitly draws upon the 

historical experiences that led to liberalism’s emergence – chiefly, the Wars of Religion 

in the 16th and 17th centuries that followed the Protestant Reformation.  The issue, 

however, is that Rawls’s political liberalism cannot provide an account of how illiberal 

political arrangements can evolve in a liberal direction.  It can only say that history will 

shock or exhaust people into accepting the need for liberal democratic principles.  This is 

because Rawls’s preliminary foundation of trust is grounded in a narrow set of political 

resources.  It neglects the reality that trust can also be grounded in non-political resources 

– resources like a nation’s culture and history.  Once we acknowledge that people can 

indeed be bound together by non-political things, then we can begin to appreciate how 
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those non-political resources can be combined with an additional commitment to liberal 

democracy, thereby making possible the evolution of illiberal and anti-democratic 

political arrangements into liberal democratic political arrangements.  I shall not explore 

this critique any further here, for I detail in Chapter 5 why we should not develop 

political trust or a sense of togetherness on top of political principles alone.110  There, I 

will also discuss how non-political resources can be mobilized to develop that 

preliminary sense of trust and togetherness. 

 Second, it is unclear whether or not a constitutional consensus can in fact lead to 

an overlapping consensus.  Now, setting aside the problem of initiation we have just 

considered, we can note that the actual process of trust production suggested by Rawls is 

plausible.  Assuming that citizens do come to affirm liberal democratic principles of 

justice, it is likely that citizens will develop mutual trust when they observe one another 

performing the activities required to maintain basic liberal democratic institutions – not 

unlike how members of a sports team might develop a sense of trust when they see one 

another doing what is necessary to make the team as competitive as it can be.  Indeed, 

Rawls’s argument that this process encourages the development of the “comprehensive 

virtues of political life” reminds us of Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship, 

that citizens become political friends when they recognize in one another a commitment 

to the common advantage and the political virtues to sustain that commitment. 

                                                 

110 Specifically, I explore this critique during my discussion of constitutional patriotism. 



 

82 

 It does not necessarily follow from the fact that citizens might trust one another, 

however, that they will be moved to develop their constitutional consensus into an 

overlapping consensus.  Again, Rawls argues that citizens who have attained a 

constitutional consensus will be moved to pursue an overlapping consensus because of 

the constitutional consensus’s deficiencies.  One of these deficiencies concerns breadth.  

A constitutional consensus, Rawls argues, is “too narrow… [and] unless a democratic 

people is sufficiently unified and cohesive, it will not enact the legislation necessary to 

cover the remaining constitutional essentials and basic matters of justice, and conflict will 

arise out of these.”111  It is unclear, however, why citizens will want to pursue an even 

deeper sort of consensus as a result of the deficiencies of the thinner consensus they 

currently enjoy.  Is it not just as likely, if not more likely, that citizens will instead 

become polarized in the face of persistent disagreements?  Indeed, it is not unlikely that 

citizens will lose faith in the constitutional consensus itself; they may become disgruntled 

at the constitutional consensus’ apparent inability to resolve disagreements, and 

electoral/legislative results may, in the long run, fail to satisfy the support of an “enduring 

majority” of citizens. 

The issue with Rawls’s argument that an overlapping consensus will follow from 

a constitutional consensus is thus twofold.  First, Rawls’s argument assumes that the 

preliminary sense of trust generated by the move from a modus vivendi to a constitutional 

consensus will be secure enough to withstand citizens’ disagreements at the stage of a 
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constitutional consensus.  Yet surely, that trust will erode if citizens lack the proper 

techniques to manage or negotiate those disagreements – to ensure that those 

disagreements will not paralyze liberal democratic institutions and/or lead to 

unsatisfactory electoral/legislative results.  Such techniques do not emerge out of the 

preliminary sense of trust or, even, out of the mere spirit of compromise; one can wish to 

compromise, but lack the ability to do so.  Second, Rawls’s argument assumes that those 

who are committed to the constitutional consensus will likely move towards an 

overlapping consensus as they seek to persuade others to adopt their preferred 

understandings of the political conception of justice: “groups will tend to develop broad 

political conceptions covering the basic structure as a whole in order to explain their 

point of view in a politically consistent and coherent way.”112  Yet in order for this to be 

the case, citizens cannot merely be committed to a constitutional consensus; they must 

also (1) be committed to the more general ideal of consensus and (2) recognize the value 

of making the constitutional consensus more substantial.  Just as we cannot assume that a 

person who treats another person with respect in a particular instance necessarily has the 

more general disposition to treat people with respect, we cannot assume that the 

commitment to a particular consensus necessarily indicates a commitment to the more 

general ideal of consensus. 
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ii) On the Overlapping Consensus Itself 

I have raised doubts about the ability of a constitutional consensus to sustain itself and to 

transform into an overlapping consensus.  However, even if we grant the ability of a 

constitutional consensus to successfully prepare citizens for the move towards an 

overlapping consensus, we have good reason to believe that the overlapping consensus 

cannot sustain itself.  This is because the overlapping consensus suppresses citizens’ 

differences in a manner that undermines its own sustainability.  Again, the overlapping 

consensus represents a political conception of justice – a common, publically recognized 

point of view that citizens can employ to judge whether or not political and social 

institutions are just.  This political conception of justice can be realized when reasonable 

citizens engage in rationally- informed political discourse.  In such discourse, citizens 

provide “public reasons” for their proposed understandings of the political conception of 

justice.  In a fully well-ordered society, this requires that they observe a distinction 

between ‘private’ and ‘public’ justification; they must abstain from referencing their 

particular comprehensive doctrines in public discourse. 

I submit that the problem with this distinction lies in the fact that this distinction 

actually undermines citizens’ ability to arrive at a shared understanding of the political 

conception of justice.  Rawls intends for this distinction to facilitate discourse.  By not 

referencing their particular comprehensive doctrines in public discourse, citizens, on 

Rawls’s account, are empowered with a “common currency of discussion”113 that allows 
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them to sidestep metaphysical disputes.  The problem, however, is that this distinction 

also undermines the capacity of citizens to discern why their fellow citizens understand 

the political conception of justice in the manners that they do.  That is, the distinction 

undermines citizens’ capacities to understand why Citizen X is moved to propose a 

certain understanding of the political conception of justice, and Citizen Y, another.  The 

reason for this is simple: to abstain from referencing one’s comprehensive doctrine or 

particular interests is to hide the comprehensive doctrine and interests that inform one’s 

proposed understanding of the political conception of justice – one’s background 

influences.  By Rawls’s own admission, “different social and economic interests may be 

assumed to support different liberal conceptions.  The differences between conceptions 

express, in part, a conflict between these interests.”114  

The problem with the distinction between private and public justification lies in 

the fact that it will likely hinder citizens’ ability to recognize that they each adhere to 

some member of a family of reasonable liberal democratic conceptions of justice.  Unable 

to access the background influences which guide one’s fellow citizens to endorse 

different understandings of the political conception of justice, one may very well 

conclude that those citizens are guilty of faulty reasoning or, worse still, should those 

citizens’ understandings of the political conception of justice diverge sharply from one’s 

own, of not actually being sincerely committed to the effort to interpret the foundational 

principles of the basic structure seriously.  This is no trifle matter, for the distinction is 
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supposed to regulate how citizens “engage in political advocacy in the public forum… 

[and even] how citizens are to vote in elections when constitutional essentials and matters 

of basic justice are at stake”115 – in other words, when it is perhaps most vital that citizens 

can understand where they each come from.  Of course, as I note above, Rawls does 

maintain that in such circumstances, citizens may appeal to their comprehensive doctrines 

to demonstrate that they do affirm the political conception of justice – that their 

comprehensive doctrines do conform to the political conception of justice (or less 

strongly put, to some member of a family of reasonable conceptions).  Yet by virtue of 

referencing their comprehensive doctrines, citizens also risk losing access to that 

common currency of discussion – the very medium which helps them sidestep 

metaphysical disputes and which makes the realization of an overlapping consensus more 

likely in the first place – unless those references are both fleeting and sparse. 

The Rawlsian may object that my critique underplays the role that the ‘private’ 

sphere can play in alleviating these difficulties.  After all, according to Rawls, even 

though citizens, ideally, may not reference their particular comprehensive doctrines and 

interests when discussing the political conception of justice in public, they may reference 

those particular comprehensive doctrines and interests when discussing the political 

conception of justice in private – not just in their homes and among their friends, but also 

in their non-political associations (e.g., churches, universities).116  So, this objection 
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would conclude, one can indeed gain an understanding of where his/her fellow citizens 

come from through associational life. 

We have good reason, however, to reject this claim.  First, the ability of 

associations to play this role depends on whether or not the range of different 

understandings of the political conception of justice present in these associations 

accurately reflects the range of understandings which exists in the citizenry at large.  That 

is, one can only gain a sense of where adherents of other understandings of the political 

conception of justice ‘come from’ when adherents of other understandings of the political 

conception of justice are actually present in one’s associations.  If adherents of other 

understandings of the political conception of justice are not present in one’s associations, 

then those associations cannot serve as forums where one can gain a clear understanding 

of why those citizens are moved to support alternative understandings of the political 

conception of justice.  Second, if these associations can serve such a function – if the 

range of understandings of the political conception of justice present in those associations 

do accurately reflect the range of understandings which exist in the citizenry at large – 

then it is unclear why there is a need to observe the distinction between private and public 

justification at all.  Why must citizens be barred from referencing their comprehensive 

doctrines and interests during public discourse when they may reference their 

comprehensive doctrines and interests during private discourse – possibly, with the same 

fellow citizens?!  It is unclear why we should bother with the distinction between private 

and public justifications at all if its observation is ultimately a matter of going through the 

motions. 
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 iii) The Difference Principle 

Before we move on from Rawls, it is worth considering Rawls’s “difference principle.”  

The difference principle mandates that social and economic inequalities be arranged so as 

to maximize to position of the least advantaged.117  Rawls argues that the difference 

principle renders the ideal of “fraternity” concrete.  Not unlike how individual family 

members typically do not wish to gain unless doing so will also further the interests of the 

rest of the family, the difference principle gives expression to “the idea of not wanting to 

have greater advantages unless this is to the benefit of those who are less well off.”118  

So, Rawls maintains, by “incorporating the requirement of the difference principle,” 

fraternity can become more than an “impracticable” sentiment or feeling of civic 

friendship or social solidarity; it can become something that can actually bind together 

“members of wider society.”119 

 The promise of the difference principle lies in the fact that it articulates what it 

means for citizens to be reasonable.  This is because the difference principle comes out of 

the “Original Position.” The Original Position is a device of representation that 

reasonable people who have a sense of justice use to determine what sort of distributive 

outcomes should be considered just.  Reasonable people, on Rawls’s account, feel 

obligated to adhere to the choices made by rational and mutually indifferent individuals 
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who deliberate without knowledge of their particulars life circumstances about what sort 

of distribution of “primary goods” would maximize their respective self-interests.  Such 

deliberation, according to Rawls’s deduction, would result in two ‘Principles of Justice,’ 

the second of which includes the difference principle.  So, given that reasonable people 

would accept the results of the Original Position, they would embrace the difference 

principle as the concrete embodiment of the otherwise abstract sense of fraternity they 

feel. 

 The difference principle, however can only play this function if it actually 

becomes adopted as the focus of the overlapping consensus.  That is, the difference 

principle can only make fraternity a “practicable conception” if citizens determine Justice 

as Fairness to be the most reasonable understanding of the political conception of justice 

or, at the very least, one of a handful of reasonable understandings.  In order for this to 

occur, citizens must have already developed into the sorts of reasonable citizens who are 

capable of deepening the constitutional consensus into an overlapping consensus.  That 

is, they must already be the sorts of citizens who have the aforementioned “virtue of 

reasonableness and a sense of fairness, a spirit of compromise and to meet others 

halfway… a willingness to cooperate with others on terms that everyone can publically 

accept.”120  What this means is that the capacity of the difference principle to render the 

ideal of fraternity concrete is strictly limited to a certain context: the difference principle 

can only bind together members of a wider society when those citizens have become the 
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sorts of people who would be inclined to appeal to the Original Principle and to abide by 

its determinations.  If the difference principle is applied in social conditions where the 

ideal of fraternity is rejected or contested – where the overlapping consensus must 

exclude a significant proportion of citizens – then the difference principle will likely 

backfire.  A highly individualistic or competitive citizenry that does not have the virtue of 

reasonableness and the spirit of justice will likely rebel if legislators attempt to realize 

either of the paradigmatic social systems that Rawls deems worthy of the difference 

principle: “property-owning democracy” or “liberal (democratic) socialism.”121 

Jürgen Habermas’s Discursive Democracy 

Habermas proposes an alternative account of how the resources of rationally- informed, 

philosophical discourse can be used to promote stability, consolidate liberal democracy, 

and facilitate justice amidst conditions of modern pluralism.  Habermas’s “discursive 

democracy” promises to be more inclusive and to sidestep the deficiencies of the 

Rawlsian approach by creating a politics that “operates deliberatively at all levels.”122  

                                                 

121 John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, ed. Erin Kelly (Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 2011), 137-40.  In line with this argument, George Klosko notes that surveys 
indicate that even though there does exist a sort of overlapping consensus in the United States (“near 
unanimity on central values (George Klosko, Democratic Procedures and Liberal Consensus (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), 185). [Klosko, DP and LC, 185.])”), that overlapping consensus has not 
arrived at Rawls’s two principles of justice.  In particular, Americans have largely coalesced around 
meritocratic notions of economic fairness, that people can be said to deserve their economic success or 
poverty, as determined by the free market, so long as they are “given abundant opportunity for economic 
advancement (Klosko, DP and LC, 152).”  Similarly, Klosko notes that Rawls’s conception of 
“reasonableness” would likely lead Rawls to “classify as fundamentalism… different forms of religious 
conservatism… [that are] adhered to by so high a percentage of the American population… 20-5 per cent 
(Klosko, DP and LC, 197).” 
122 Habermas, “Three Models,” 246. 
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Specifically, it aims to achieve “higher- level intersubjectivity”123 by institutionalizing 

communicative processes in both formal and informal public networks.124  In Habermas’s 

discursive democracy, citizens pursue a shared ethical understanding of the political 

community in civil society.  Civil society is 

… composed of those more or less spontaneously emergent associations, 
organizations, and movements that, attuned to how societal problems resonate in 
the private life spheres, distill and transmit such reactions in amplified form to the 
public sphere.  The core of civil society comprises a network of associations that 
institutionalizes problem-solving discourses on questions of general interest inside 
the framework of organized public spheres…. this public is made of citizens who 
seek acceptable interpretations for their social interactions and experiences and who 
want to have an influence on institutionalized opinion- and will- formation.125 

This civil society is regulated by the ideals of communicative action: all participants have 

an equal chance to initiate speech acts, to question, and to open debate; all have the right 

to question what topics are discussed; and all have the right to question the very rules of 

discourse procedure and the manner in which those rules are enacted.126  So, participation 

                                                 

123 Habermas, “Three Models,” 248. 
124 Habermas contrasts discursive democracy with liberal and republican models of democracy on the 
grounds that discursive democracy does not merely focus on the appropriate bilateral relationship between 
the private sphere and the state.  The liberal model, on Habermas’s account, conceives of a market society 
where a variety of different private interests are electorally aggregated to determine state policy (Habermas, 
“Three Models,” 241), whereas the republican model merges the state and society by conceiving the state 
as a forum for self-legislation where people determine state policy through cooperative and ethically-
homogeneous dialogue (Habermas, “Three Models,” 243).  Judging the former to be too thin, and the latter, 
too thick, Habermas construes his deliberative model as a synthesis of the liberal and republican models. 
125 Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, trans. William Rehg (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1996), 
367. [Habermas, BFN, 367.] 
126 That is, “There is no prima facie rule limiting the agenda or the conversation, nor the identity of the 
participants, as long as each excluded person or group can justifiably show that they are relevantly affected 
by the proposed norms under question (Seyla Benhabib, “Toward a Deliberative Model of Democratic 
Democracy” in Democracy and Difference, ed. Seyla Benhabib (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1996), 31). 
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in civil society allows citizens to shape both one another’s opinions – the reasons for why 

they support certain things or think in certain ways (e.g., why they adhere to their 

respective comprehensive doctrines) – and one another’s wills – what they would like to 

achieve politically.127  Citizens can do this with full access to their comprehensive 

doctrines, and they need not observe any sort of distinction between private and public 

justification.  As a result of their discussions in civil society, citizens can reach a 

consensus on the political community’s foundational ethical values and self-

understandings – a consensus that truly incorporates the input of a plurality of “forms of 

life, subcultures, and worldviews.”128  Thus emerges a sense of solidarity – a “social 

underpinning.”129  

 At the same time, however, this discourse is strictly informal; its results are not 

binding in the way that laws are binding.  So, the results of shared discourse must be 

institutionalized through formal decision-making processes like elections and legislation: 

“The public opinion which is worked up via democratic procedures into communicative 

power cannot itself ‘rule’ but can only channel the use of administrative power in specific 

directions.”130  Through this combination of deliberation and procedure, democracy can 

use civil society to foster solidarity all the while protecting civil society from the 

distorting forces of money and state power.131 

                                                 

127 Habermas, “Three Models,” 249. 
128 Habermas, BFN, 368. 
129 Habermas, “Three Models,” 249. 
130 Habermas, “Three Models,” 250. 
131 Habermas, “Three Models,” 249. 
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 The success of Habermas’s discursive democracy hinges upon whether or not 

civil society can indeed operate as a third sphere of society that is both autonomous yet 

not isolated.  On the one hand, civil society must be protected from the pressures of the 

market and from the administrative power of the state so that it can in fact be regulated 

by the ideals of communicative action.132  Only so can citizens who have access to their 

particular value systems and their society’s circumstances engage in a frank and safe 

conversation;133 only so can they participate in civil society as equals, without fear that 

they will be punished for expressing their initial opinions.  On the other hand, civil 

society must remain connected and responsive to those other spheres (and vice versa).  

Civil society must remain connected to the private sphere so that people can understand 

what issues must be addressed through discourse in civil society.  It also must remain 

connected to the state so that the political system can respond to and, in turn, help shape 

the content of the constantly-evolving ethical consensus.134 

 Habermas’s discursive democracy is attractive on multiple fronts.  First, it seeks 

to include all people in this conversation over the community’s ethical self-

understanding.  Habermas promises that a sufficiently-protected civil society135 can 

facilitate frank, fair, and respectful conversations among people of a variety of 

persuasions.  Second, by allowing participants in civil society to make reference to their 

                                                 

132 Habermas, “Three Models,” 249. 
133 Habermas, “Three Models,”250. 
134 Habermas, BFN, 368.  With that, citizens must constantly participate in civil society because society’s 
circumstances and problems constantly change.   
135 Habermas, “Three Models,” 248. 
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comprehensive doctrines, Habermas’s discursive democracy provides the space necessary 

for citizens to express the source of many of their differences and disagreements – to 

demonstrate ‘where they each come from.’  Therefore, Habermas’s discursive democracy 

appears to sidestep some of the problems that can emerge from the Rawlsian distinction 

between private and public justification. 

It is, however, unclear whether or not Habermas recognizes how much is required 

to insulate civil society from the external pressures of private money and public 

administrative power.136  Habermas focuses primarily on the maintenance of basic 

(negative) rights to ensure civil society’s autonomy:137 freedom of assembly and speech; 

freedom to form voluntary associations (e.g., advocacy groups, religious groups, cultural 

groups); freedom of the press; freedom of political actors to interact with civil society (in 

order to remain sensitive to public opinion); the right to privacy; and the presence of a 

wide variety of perspectives.138  However, Habermas overlooks the fact that maintaining 

an autonomous civil society requires more than just external protections; it also requires 

the development of certain human capacities without which people will likely succumb to 

the mighty challenge of simultaneously maintaining their particular biases and setting 

them aside when evaluating alternative positions in civil society. 

The dynamics of human relations are not simply formulated in civil society.  Most 

people often carry animosities, competitiveness, love, personal friendships, and the like 

                                                 

136 Habermas, “Three Models,” 249. 
137 Habermas, BFN, 368. 
138 Habermas, BFN, 368. 
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across the boundaries of the private, political, and civil societal spheres.  Those who wish 

to deny gays even the most basic of human rights in the political sphere will likely find it 

difficult to respect the human dignity of gays in the context of civil society – even if that 

civil society is absolutely protected from political pressures.  Likewise, gays may not so 

easily set aside the offense they feel towards those whose political language continuously 

offends.  In order to secure an environment where people feel comfortable discussing 

ethics openly and with explicit reference to their comprehensive doctrines, more than 

mere institutional design is required; people must have a certain reasonable psychology – 

a kindness, openness and/or fundamental intellectual curiosity – to consider all arguments 

and statements with neither prejudice nor emotional involvement.  That is, they must 

behave in manners that conform to the ideals of communicative action.  With that, they 

must be able and willing to set aside the competitive mindsets they must adopt in order to 

survive in the private and perhaps political spheres once they enter civil society.  By 

making a completely protected civil sphere a precondition for the pursuit of a fully 

inclusive and genuine ethical consensus, Habermas’s political consensus presupposes an 

even steeper psychological requirement than does Rawls’s.  Whereas Rawls’s proposal 

requires people to set aside the metaphysical particulars of their comprehensive doctrines 

for the sake of constructive discourse, Habermas’s implicitly requires that people set 

aside the personal biases and attachments they feel towards others all the while 

maintaining those biases and attachments in the private and public spheres.  This 

jeopardizes the possibility of a thin, societal-grounding ethical consensus.  Therefore, 
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Habermas’s discursive democracy is in danger of being a model or ideal that can be used 

to judge practice, but that cannot come close to becoming a practice itself. 

In short, neither Rawls’s overlapping consensus nor Habermas’s discursive 

democracy can serve as the basis of an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal 

democratic stability.  Both proposals appeal to the resources of rationally- informed 

philosophical discourse to realize a consensus on some foundational ethical 

understanding.  The success of these approaches, however, presupposes the presence of a 

critical citizenry that is either “reasonable” (Rawls) or communicatively competent 

(Habermas) – and neither Rawls’s nor Habermas’s frameworks can provide convincing 

accounts of how such a citizenry can come into being. 

A Lack of Realism in Political Realism: Competitive Hopes and 
Agonistic Dreams 

“Realist” conceptions of liberal democratic politics go further than discourse-centric 

approaches.  More than reject political friendship, realist approaches to politics deem all 

efforts to purposefully cultivate a sense of togetherness among citizens 

counterproductive.  Simply put, such conceptions maintain that the effort to cultivate a 

sense of togetherness is counterproductive.  The attempt to ‘manage’ pluralism through 

political friendship or through consensus only serves to camouflage oppression and to 

breed further resentment.  Realist conceptions of politics thereby argue that liberal 

democratic societies can better live up to their stated ideals of freedom and equality if 

they allow political competition to pay itself out within appropriately designed 

institutional frameworks – between parties, between different identities, between 
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different economic classes.  Out of competition or struggle, a more inclusive, stable, and 

just liberal democratic politics can emerge. 

 Political realism comes in many flavours; I do not have the space to come close to 

considering them all.  So, in what follows, I consider three approaches to liberal 

democratic politics that advance the core realist claim in varying degrees of forcefulness.  

By considering a range of political realist conceptions, I cast doubt on the entire political 

realist endeavour.  I argue that one can only adhere to realist conceptions of liberal 

democratic politics as a matter of faith; realist conceptions of liberal democratic politics 

denounce the need to cultivate a sense of togetherness at their own peril.  In short, 

political realism is decidedly unrealistic. 

Organized Disunity 

Jacob Levy argues that a sense of internal unity is neither necessary nor plausible in the 

context of modern liberal democracy.  As an empirical matter, far from being civic 

friends, fellow parties to a social contract, or fraternal brothers in solidarity who share a 

common purpose, the inhabitants of a political community are “more like strangers who 

find themselves locked in a very large room together… moral strangers… united only by 

the shared circumstances of inhabiting a common political jurisdiction… statehood is a 

happenstance, much bigger than a bus; but it is still a happenstance.”139  Levy therefore 

recommends that we understand membership in a political community not in unitary 

                                                 

139 Jacob Levy, “Against Fraternity: Democracy without Solidarity” in The Strains of Commitment, ed. 
Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 108. [Levy, “Against 
Fraternity,” 108.] 
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terms, but rather in Augustinian terms.  Just as the City of Man is inhabited by moral 

strangers, wealthy constitutional democracies lack (and will always lack) deep 

philosophical consensus.  Nonetheless, just like how moral strangers in the City of Man 

still cooperate with one another as morally responsible travelers to the City of God, the 

inhabitants of wealthy constitutional democracies enjoy political stability, peace, and 

justice – even more so than would be the case were they to share some sort of 

philosophical consensus.  In fact, Levy argues, wealthy democracies have become 

increasingly inclusive as a result of – and not in spite of – political partisanship: 

The expansion of the franchise has routinely been driven by partisan contestation: 
a winning party enfranchises a pool of voters who it thinks will disproportionately 
support it: propertyless white males, African-Americans, the working class, 
women, 18-year-olds, and so on. This has most often been the party aligned with 
the group’s underlying political preferences; it has occasionally been another 
party that sees the enfranchisement as inevitable  and hopes to win political 
gratitude from the previously excluded.  (Think of the lowering of the American 
voting age to 18 under Richard Nixon.)  In either case, the franchise has not 
typically been extended on the basis of the universalist if solidarity among 
citizens.140 

To insist that the state be grounded in some sort of philosophical, “solidaristic” unity and 

to insist that members of the state prioritize their allegiance to the state over any other 

level of political organization is to insist upon the ideology of the unitary, Weberian 

state.141  Levy’s argument therefore does more than urge us to take that which works in 

practice seriously, even if it does not necessarily work in theory; it also implores us to 

                                                 

140 Levy, “Against Fraternity,” 117. 
141 Levy, “Against Fraternity,” 120. 



 

99 

stop striving “for a unity [or “hypothetical guarantee”] that is deeper than we should 

really hope for.”142 

This attention or sensitivity to empirical realities is laudable. However, we can 

note that this perspective relies heavily on a certain faith that modern liberal democratic 

procedures will continue to “regulate disagreement” in a manner conducive to stability, 

peace, and justice – that is, in a manner that can actually realize the “organized 

disharmony or disunity”143  which Levy claims to be at the centre of modern liberal 

democratic politics.  Unsurprisingly, Levy’s notion of organized disunity reminds us of 

Federalist 10, where James Madison argues that addressing the problem of faction 

requires us to manage the effects of faction through smart institutional design – not to 

eliminate the causes of faction.144  Yet the capacity of those procedures to produce 

desirable effects depends on their ability to adapt to the demands of constantly-changing 

context(s)… and those changes must ultimately be made by partisan factions.  It is hard 

to see how those factions will be motivated reconfigure those procedures (e.g., expand 

the franchise) in manners conducive to organized disharmony when doing so would 

undermine their respective partisan advantages, if they are not united by some sort of 

“philosophical” unity or common allegiance.  Indeed, despite Madison’s argument in 

favour of institutionalized competition, John Jay remarks in Federalist 2 that it is possible 

                                                 

142 Levy, “Against Fraternity,” 122. 
143 Levy, “Against Fraternity,” 116. 
144 Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, and James Madison, The Federalist, ed. George W. Carey and James 
McClellan (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2001), 42-9. [Hamilton et al, Federalist, 6.] 
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to pursue a government of the sort envisioned by Madison precisely because “Providence 

has been pleased to give this one connected country, to one united people; a people 

descended from the same ancestors, speaking the same language, professing the same 

religion, attached to the same principles of government, very similar in their manners and 

customs…”145 

In any case, U.S. political trends over the past quarter-century undermine Levy’s 

argument that the United States should serve as a model of organized disharmony.  Not 

only has partisan contestation led to political dysfunction; partisan contestation has also 

resulted in gerrymandering, the de facto disenfranchisement of many African Americans, 

and, perhaps most disconcertingly, Republican silence in the face of a Republican 

president who routinely praises authoritarian leaders and undermines the culture and 

institutions of the rule of law.  The Economist has even downgraded the United States to 

the status of a “flawed democracy.”146 

Levy’s argument, in other words, ultimately falls back on the hope that political 

partisanship, channeled through smartly-designed liberal democratic institutions, can 

continue producing positive results – that regulated disagreement can continue 

reproducing itself.  Levy’s appeal to the example of the expansion of the franchise 

unwittingly betrays an assumption that the arc of history is long yet ultimately bends 

towards justice. 

                                                 

145 Hamilton et al, Federalist, 6. 
146 "Democracy Index 2016: Revenge of the 'deplorables,'" The Economist Intelligence Unit, accessed July 
1, 2018, http://felipesahagun.es/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Democracy-Index-2016.pdf. 
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Soft Agonism 

Soft agonists like William Connolly and Thomas McCarthy accuse Rawls and Habermas 

of assuming too much of the possibilities of philosophical discourse and of ignoring the 

central role that power plays in politics.  According to soft agonists, social differences are 

not static; people do not develop comprehensive doctrines rationally through 

emotionally-uninvolved and non-competitive dialogues with others (Habermas) and/or 

with themselves (Rawls).  Rather, people’s identities emerge from emotionally-charged 

and competitive struggles of power, the dynamics of which constantly evolve according 

to circumstance.  The management of pluralism through the resources of rationally-

informed, philosophical discourse implies a certain conservatism: it encourages the 

powerful to treat “the congealed results of past struggles as if they constituted the 

essential standards of reasonableness or justice itself.”147  So, soft agonists propose that 

the politics of identity should be allowed to play itself out instead.  The politics of 

“pluralization”148 can expand the capacity of liberal democratic societies to respect a 

variety of identities – indeed, to live up to the stated goals of liberal democracy.   

Specifically, the collective demand for recognition by the oppressed can pressure the 

powerful into developing a more empathetic lens from which they consider oppressed 

identities and, ultimately, into rearticulating and revising their identities in a more 

inclusive direction. 

                                                 

147 William E. Connolly, The Ethos of Pluralization (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), 
xv. [Connolly, The Ethos of Pluralization, xv.]  
148 Connolly, The Ethos of Pluralization, xiv. 
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 At the foundation of the soft agonistic perspective is a critique of Rawls and 

Habermas’s implicit understanding of rationality.  Rawls and Habermas share a 

conviction that philosophical discourse can led to a thin moral consensus because 

people’s self-understandings are largely formulated rationally.  People can develop 

through the use of reason comprehensive doctrines – personal philosophical systems.  

With that, people can understand those comprehensive doctrines.   This is not to say that 

people formulate their belief systems through completely abstract reasoning or that those 

belief systems lack any sort of “looseness”; Habermas recognizes that people shape one 

another’s wills and opinions through dialogue, and Rawls’s claim that the political 

conception of justice is more conducive to certain comprehensive doctrines than others 

implies that people’s comprehensive doctrines are deeply affected by the social context.  

However, Rawls and Habermas also imply that people have a capacity for autonomous 

rational agency.  People formulate their comprehensive doctrines by interpreting social 

interactions and dynamics and by forming some systematic moral understanding of those 

interpretations.  As a result, people can rationally consider alternative positions 

impartially, free from contextual skews and personal biases – so long as they either 

observe the distinction between private and public justification (Rawls) or have a safe 

forum where they can engage in critical discourse (Habermas). 

 Soft agonists reject this portrait of human judgment and rationality.  Instead, they 

maintain that human choice and deliberation are inevitably embedded in contentious 

environments of constantly changing circumstances where people understand their 
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identities in terms of how they differ from others;149 people necessarily exercise 

rationality amidst competitive power dynamics.  So, philosophy is not so much a resource 

that people can use to formulate their respective comprehensive doctrines and to pursue a 

shared ethical understanding as it is a resource that the powerful employ to subjugate 

alternative identities.  According to McCarthy, the adherents of hegemonic identities 

insist that rationality is disembodied and impartial – that its proper exercise is detached 

from the material, from individual interests, and from specific spatiotemporal, cultural, 

and historical variations.150  With that, they insist that every question has just one 

answer.151  As a result, adherents of hegemonic identities are able to proclaim that their 

principles, standards, rules, procedures, values and beliefs are true, permanent, and 

legitimate standards of conduct152 – the impartial results of correct reasoning – as well as 

to demonize “outsiders” as perverse and defective.153  The ‘management’ of pluralism 

through philosophy is therefore a façade that the powerful employ, knowingly or 

unknowingly, to hide the oppressive power politics in which they engage.  Philosophy 

allows the powerful to construct a dominant mode of truth that re-produces deeply-

hierarchical power relations between the ‘rational and ‘irrational’ all the while hiding the 

                                                 

149 William E. Connolly, Identity\Difference: Democratic Negotiations of Political Paradox: Expanded 
Edition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002), 64. [Connolly, I\D, 64.] 
150 Thomas McCarthy, “The Critique of Impure Reason: Foucault and the Frankfurt School,” Political 
Theory, 18, no. 3 (1990): 438. [McCarthy, “The Critique of Impure Reason,” 438.] 
151 McCarthy, “The Critique of Impure Reason,” 438 
152 Connolly, I\D, 74. Specifically, McCarthy explains that Foucault identifies the social sciences as the 
primary vehicle through which this is achieved: the “panoptical scientific observer is a salient expression of 
the subject-centered, putatively universal reason which that thinking promotes (McCarthy, “The Critique of 
Impure Reason,” 443.).” 
153 Connolly, The Ethos of Pluralization, 90. 
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fact that they (the powerful) actually understand themselves in terms of how they differ 

from others.154   

 What motivates this process of identity formation as hierarchical differentiation?  

Connolly identifies the emotional and psychological insecurity of the powerful to be the 

guilty culprit.  The powerful either ignore or demonize non-mainstream identities to 

generate a sense of self-confidence and to narrow the boundaries of acceptable social 

behaviour.155  For example, both the American left and right in the 1950s understood 

homosexuality to be a defect; the former understood homosexuality to be a sickness, and 

the latter, a moral fault.  This marginalization protected the mainstream – the ‘normal’ – 

from the potential consequences of accepting homosexuality to be an acceptable 

identity.156  The left and right merely differed over the means through which this 

deviance should be addressed, with the former favouring doctors, and the latter, the 

church and the police.  Neither was prepared to engage in any sort of “rational discourse” 

over whether or not homosexuality is actually a fault. 

 Perhaps surprisingly, however, even though they denounce philosophical 

discourse as a way to cover-up oppressive power politics, the soft agonists do not 

                                                 

154 McCarthy, “The Critique of Impure Reason,” 443.  Totalitarian, authoritarian, and authoritarian-leaning 
regimes most obviously display this hierarchy of identity, as they often explicitly outlaw non-traditional or 
‘outsider’ identities based on sexuality, ethnicity, and nationality.  However, liberal democratic societies 
can also display such dynamics, albeit with greater subtlety.  For example, John Stuart Mill famously notes 
that the (mediocre) majority can suffocate minorities’ ability to live alternative lifestyles or act uniquely 
(and exceptionally) through non-legal means by imposing social sanctions on deviating behaviour (John 
Stuart Mill, On Liberty, ed. Elizabeth Rapport (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 1978). 
155 Connolly, I\D, 74. 
156 Connolly, I\D, 75. 
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denounce power politics.  In fact, they propose that power politics can serve as the cure 

for oppression.  Soft agonists encourage the oppressed to embrace the constantly-

fluctuating tensions of competitive identity formation as a means to alter power relations.  

Letting the politics of identity assertion play themselves out can transform people’s 

antagonistic lenses into lenses of empathy, thereby expanding the capacity of liberal 

democratic society to handle diversity.  Specifically, the likelihood that the oppressed 

will join together to pressure the powerful into recognizing their marginalized identities 

increases when the oppressed come to recognize that identity formation consists of 

differentiation.  When this occurs, the oppressed will not suddenly share some sort of 

monolithic identity or fundamental moral unity.157  However, they will more likely share 

an understanding of the fact that the majority has conspired to demonize or ignore them.  

So, it becomes more likely that the oppressed will develop a general ethos or shared 

appreciation that they all suffer from the same crime, that they all strive for respectful 

recognition, and that they can only successfully attain this goal by banding together.158  

In the process of collectively demanding recognition, the oppressed will demonstrate to 

the powerful that identity formation is indeed steeped in contingent differentiation and 

force them (the powerful) to recognize that the doctrine of disembodied, impartial, and 

‘pure’ rationality is a façade.  As a result, the powerful will develop a new lens through 

which they view other perspectives – lenses defined by humility, empathy, and respect, 
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rather than by antagonism.  In short, the dynamics of unmanaged pluralism offers the 

possibility of an agonistic politics.  Such a politics can transform liberal democratic 

society into a “collective assemblage”159 that acts in the name of expanding recognition – 

a society that lives up to its stated ideals of freedom and moral equality. 

 The soft agonistic perspective is compelling at first glance because its 

foundational conception of epistemic truth is plausible.  As we have seen, soft agonists 

oppose the doctrine of impartial rationality.  This doctrine implies that universal truths, 

metaphysical or moral, are discovered: a universal set of moral principles and/or a true 

identity exist; with intellectual maturity, people are capable of discovering those moral 

principles and/or that identity through common-sense observation and reasoning.160  

However, history casts doubt upon the plausibility of this doctrine, for even a casual 

survey of cultures and communities across time reveals tremendous variation regarding 

what human beings have considered common sense.  For example, archeologists like Ian 

Morris argue that the values human beings have prized over the course of human history 

have been determined by the circumstances in which they have found themselves.  

Specifically, Morris argues that different cultures that depend on different sorts of energy 

sources prioritize different values.  Agricultural societies tend to value hierarchy over 

equality because such an ordering of values was conducive to the success of such 

societies.  In contrast, “fossil- fuel” societies tend to value equality over hierarchy because 
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there is less of a need for cheap or unpaid physical labour to accomplish menial-yet-time 

consuming tasks, such as the carrying of buckets of water from the town river to one’s 

house.161  Obviously, this is a rather materialistic and functionalist understanding of 

human values.162  Nonetheless, we need not be materialists or functionalists to find the 

core thesis of this account of human values plausible: that values and notions of identity 

are not a priori, waiting to be discovered, but rather generated by people in specific 

contexts – their individual experiences, cultures, understandings of history, material 

circumstances, and the like.163  That is, people formulate and revise their identities and 

moral conceptions in response to their constantly evolving contexts.  Therefore, soft 

agonists seem justified in their claim that human identity is often structured by concrete 

power relations. 

 There nonetheless remains considerable doubt about whether or not the soft 

agonistic proposal can succeed in compelling liberal democratic societies to better live up 

to their stated ideals all the while fostering long-term stability.  To be fair, Connolly 

himself remarks, “There is no guarantee, certainly, that the contingent politics of 

assemblages will proceed in the desired way.  There never are guarantees of this sort.”164  

                                                 

161 Ian Morris, Foragers, Farmers, and Fossil Fuels: How Human Values Evolve (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2015), 10. [Morris, Foragers, Farmers, and Fossil Fuels, 15.] 
162 Morris, Foragers, Farmers, and Fossil Fuels, 10. 
163 Note, however, that despite the fact that agonists characterize Rawls as adhering to that false a priori 
conception of human rationality, Rawls himself might object to that characterization.  Given his 
constructivism and contractarianism, Rawls might counter that, under his scheme, the political conception 
of justice is indeed rooted in a society’s particular public political culture and, thus, varies from society to 
society. 
164 Connolly, The Ethos of Pluralization, 96. 
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However, the uncertainty that exists here far exceeds that which we must grant all 

political proposals.  Indeed, the strategy that the soft agonistic perspective advances is 

less of a ‘strategy’ and more of a hope – a dream. 

 First, in order for the oppressed to embark on this agonistic politics of 

pluralization, they certainly must feel sufficiently oppressed so as to be motivated to 

demand greater recognition in the first place.  However, they must also have enough faith 

in the liberal democratic framework so as to be inclined to seek greater recognition within 

that framework.   Threading this needle is challenging.  On the one hand, if the oppressed 

feel that their oppression is not unbearable or egregious, then they will likely opt to 

tolerate that oppression.  They might deem the task of demanding greater recognition not 

worthwhile, given the costs involved and the other plans or commitments they might 

have.  On the other, if the oppressed feel too oppressed, then they might lose faith in the 

entire liberal democratic framework altogether.  They might conclude that the liberal 

democratic framework simply does not offer any mechanisms through which they can 

pursue greater recognition within the system; or, worse still, they might conclude that 

liberal democracy is actually the problem – the cause of their oppression.  This would 

especially be the case if the oppressed find that all their good faith efforts to demand 

greater recognition within the liberal democratic framework do not inspire any 

discernable change in the minds of their oppressors.  Should this be the case, the 

oppressed will likely aim to assert their identities violently and, perhaps, seek to 

overthrow the liberal democratic regime in question.  For instance, deeming more 

moderate reforms like the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act 
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inadequate responses to racial and economic injustice, African American revolutionary 

parties and cultural nationalist groups encouraged all African Americans to take up arms 

to overthrow the capitalist system.165  This does not mean that the soft agonistic strategy 

is never plausible.  However, it does mean that the soft agonists are playing a rather 

perilous game. 

 Second, the soft agonistic strategy relies on the development of a shared ethos 

among the oppressed – yet who is to say that the oppressed will indeed develop such an 

ethos?  There are variables at play that lead us to believe that such a development can 

hardly be considered likely, let alone guaranteed.  Here are just three of these variables: 

(a) The development of a shared ethos among the oppressed depends on the 

identification of a common source of their grievances – the powerful identity’s 

flawed epistemology and emotional insecurities – against which they can unite.  

However, different types of oppressed people may instead identify multiple 

powerful identities that subjugate their respective identities in different ways.   

The homosexual minority may identify the heterosexual majority as the cause of 

its grievances, but this does not imply that members of an oppressed religion, 

race, or culture will identify the same powerful identity as the source of their 

grievances.  Indeed, in the United States, arguably the most oppressed social 

group (African Americans) has consistently lagged behind other racial groups in 

                                                 

165Garret Albert Duncan. Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. "Black Panther Party." Chicago: Encyclopedia 
Britannica, 2018. https://www.britannica.com/topic/Black-Panther-Party (accessed August 17, 2018). 
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its support for same-sex marriage.166  Members of an oppressed religion may 

identify the exclusivist majority religion as the guilty powerful identity instead, 

just as racial minorities might identify the racial/cultural majority.  This means 

that the given oppressed identity or group may fail to have the numbers required 

to forcefully demand recognition.  That is, they might identify different 

oppressors and demand recognition from those oppressors – but never together. 

(b) Membership in powerful and oppressed identities overlap; a given person 

may simultaneously identify with powerful and oppressed identities.  A poor, 

straight, Christian African American man may identify with both the powerful 

and the oppressed identities: as a straight, Christian man, he might be powerful; 

yet as a poor African American, he might be oppressed.167  Along these lines, 

Mark Lilla warns that a focus on identity may undermine people’s ability to 

engage in collective action.  If people do not primarily identify as members of a 

                                                 

166 A Pew Research Center survey indicates that, between 2007-2017, African Americans were 10-15% less 
likely than whites and Hispanics to support same-sex marriage ("Support for Same-Sex Marriage Grows, 
Even Among Groups that Had Been Skeptical," Pew Research Center: U.S. Politics & Policy, accessed 
August 17, 2018, http://www.people-press.org/2017/06/26/support-for-same-sex-marriage-grows-even-
among-groups-that-had-been-skeptical/. 
167 It can be argued that this overlap between powerful and oppressed identities is reflected in electoral 
results (at least in the U.S. context).  For example, in the 2016 U.S. presidential election, race was the most 
significant predictor of voting preferences among women.  Coloured women voted for Democratic 
candidate Hillary Clinton at significantly higher rates than their white counterparts (Aamna Mohdin, 
"American women voted overwhelmingly for Clinton, except for the white ones," Quartz, November 9, 
2016, https://qz.com/833003/election-2016-all-women-voted-overwhelmingly-fo r-clinton-except-the-
white-ones/).  Assuming that women and racial minorities are more likely victims of oppression than men 
and whites, and assuming that oppressed identities tend to support the Democratic Party over the 
Republican Party, it can be argued that white women voted for Clinton at lower rates, in part, because they 
are both powerful (white) and oppressed (female), rather than simply oppressed (e.g., black and female). 
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handful of groups, but rather as individuals who each has a unique, ‘authentic’ 

collection of memberships, then their capacity for sustained collective action – the 

sort of collective action needed to redress oppression – might diminish.168  Their 

identification with others risks being at once many and shallow. 

(c) The oppressed may develop particularistic resentments against one 

another.  For example, rather than fight their oppressors, different segments of the 

working class might be manipulated into resenting and fighting one another.  

Writing about Reconstruction, W.E.B. Du Bois argues that Southern elites 

successfully employed a “carefully planned and slowly evolved method” to 

undercut working class solidarity.  By affording the white working class a 

“psychological wage… public deference and titles of courtesy because they were 

white,” elites “drove such a wedge between the white and black workers that there 

probably are not today in the world two groups of workers with practically 

identical interests who hate and fear each other so deeply and persistently and 

who are kept so far apart that neither sees anything of common interest.”169 

Assuming Connolly’s starting point of competitive human relations, the soft agonistic 

perspective is therefore not realistic enough about the constitution of identities.  People 

have identities that resemble patchworks, and this implies the presence of cleavages 

                                                 

168 Mark Lilla, The Once and Future Liberal: After Identity Politics (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 
2017). 
169 W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), xvi. 
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across various powerful and oppressed identities.  These overlaps can frustrate the 

development of a shared ethos among oppressed identities and jeopardize the possibility 

of a politics of pluralization.  In other words, even if the cultivation of a sense of 

togetherness among citizens is either futile or unjust, soft agonists must concede that a 

sense of togetherness must be cultivated among the oppressed and that this sense of 

togetherness cannot be reliably generated through the shared experience of oppression 

alone.  It can only be generated by something external to oppression and competition – 

something like political friendship. 

 Putting this aside, it is unclear why the confrontation between the oppressed and 

their oppressors will result in increased mutual recognition.  Indeed, to use terms loosely, 

the central claim of the soft agonistic perspective is that political confrontation can result 

in its dissolution; antagonism can transform into something akin to political friendship.  

Yet it is more likely that confrontation will breed more confrontation, if the parties 

involved do not share something that can facilitate the transformation of antagonism into 

mutual recognition – something that can help them stick together when the going gets 

rough.  The plausibility of the soft antagonistic strategy therefore depends on the 

existence of a sense of togetherness among the oppressed, as well as a sense of 

togetherness between the oppressed and their oppressors. In short, soft agonists believe 

that they offer a viable path to something akin to political friendship, but that ‘strategy’ is 

ultimately more of a mere hope. 

 Still, the soft agonistic critique, that philosophy often blinds us to the reality that 

identity is often relational and frequently structured by hierarchies of power, is 
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instructive.  This critique helps us understand that the rectification of injustice demands 

the recognition and expression of human difference.  As Iris Marion Young notes in a 

related argument, “blindness to difference…perpetuates cultural imperialism by allowing 

norms expressing the point of view and experience of privileged groups to appear neutral 

and universal… [and] often produces an internalized devaluation by members of… 

[disadvantaged] groups …”170  What this tells us is that in the effort to redress the 

problem of stability, liberal democratic societies must not suffocate the expression of 

difference.  Put differently, difference must be allowed to express itself – but only in a 

manner that will not undermine long-term stability. 

Hard Agonism 

Hard agonists like Chantal Mouffe agree with the soft agonistic critique of discursive 

approaches, that Rawls and Habermas assume too much of the possibilities of 

philosophical discourse and ignore the realities of power politics.  However, hard 

agonists reject the soft agonistic contention that political confrontation can lead to its own 

sublimation.  Instead, hard agonists insist that the most we can do is construct political 

confrontation in a manner that ensures that citizens compete with one another as 

adversaries rather than as enemies.  Rather than aspire for the transformation of 

antagonism into political friendship by means of agonism, hard agonists aim for the 

‘mere’ transformation of antagonism into agonism. 

                                                 

170 Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 
165-6. 
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 Mouffe develops her brand of agonism on top of a revision of Carl Schmitt’s 

understanding of democracy.  Echoing how he understands “the political” to be a 

dimension of antagonism (between “friends” and “enemies”) inherent in human relations, 

Schmitt maintains that the identity of a democratic political community depends on the 

capacity to include and exclude.  This is because democracy consists of the rule of the 

people: “if the people are to rule, it is necessary to determine who belongs to the people.  

Without any criterion to determine who are the bearers of democratic rights, the will of 

the people could never take shape.”  So, in order to sustain themselves, democratic 

communities must be able to draw “frontier[s] between ‘us’ and ‘them’…”171  According 

to Schmitt, two things follow from this.  First, democracy demands that citizens share a 

common identity, yet liberalism reduces the state to a set of procedures that referees the 

interaction of competing factions; under liberalism, the state “loses its ethical role and its 

capacity to represent the political unity of a people.”172  So, democracy is incompatible 

with liberalism.  Second, the common identity democracy demands requires 

homogeneity.  In order for the people to be a people, “every division and antagonism 

[must be expelled] outside the demos.”173  Pluralism, however, is by definition the 

opposite of unity.  So, democracy must also be incompatible with pluralism. 

                                                 

171 Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox (New York: Verso, 2000), 43. [Mouffe, DP, 43.] 
172 Mouffe, DP, 52. 
173 Mouffe, DP, 54. 
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 Mouffe agrees with Schmitt’s premise, that the people must be constituted 

“politically” in the form of ‘us’ versus ‘them.’174  However, she rejects Schmitt’s 

conclusion, that liberalism and democracy must therefore be incompatible.  Mouffe does 

so on the grounds that Schmitt fails to appreciate the nature of the distinction between 

‘us’ and them.’  As we have seen, Schmitt believes that this need for political identity to 

be constructed in terms of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ requires that the democratic community 

expel all antagonisms outside the demos and that the democratic state be homogeneous; 

the “frontier” between ‘us’ and ‘them’ must be drawn along the borders of the state – 

beside insiders and outsiders.  Schmitt arrives at this conclusion because he assumes that 

political identity is “merely a recognition of already existing boundaries… [that is,] 

empirically given [emphasis added].”175  Yet Mouffe insists that political identity is not a 

mere reflection of the pre-existing borders which physically enclose a people; rather, it is 

a matter of political construction.  Not only that, the unity of the state itself or of a people 

is also a matter of political construction: “If that dissolution [of the unity of the state] is… 

a distinctive political possibility, it also entails that the existence of such a unity is itself a 

contingent fact which requires a political construction.”176  

                                                 

174 Moreover, Mouffe agrees that this juxtaposition must be, in some sense, competitive.  Political identity 
cannot consist of mere differentiation within a psychological framework of mutual recognition, empathy, or 
care.  So, Mouffe rejects soft agonism on the grounds that it “leaves open the possibility that the political 
could under certain conditions be made absolutely congruent with the ethical, optimism which I do not 
share (Mouffe, DP, 107, 31fn).” 
175 Mouffe, DP, 54. 
176 Mouffe, DP, 54. 
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 Mouffe thereby argues that pluralism does not necessarily have to undermine the 

unity of a demos.  A people need not be homogenous, and the frontier between ‘us’ and 

‘them’ need not be one between insiders and outsiders.  Rather, for the purposes of 

sustaining the unity of a demos, it suffices that the people be bound together by 

“commonality.”177  This commonality, Mouffe proposes, consists of a shared 

commitment to a set of foundational liberal democratic principles.  However, in contrast 

to the sorts of “ethical” consensuses advanced by Rawls and Habermas, this shared 

commitment to liberal democracy is the subject of never-ending disagreement: “we 

disagree concerning the measuring and implementation of these principles, and such a 

disagreement is not one that could be resolved through deliberation and rational 

discussion.”178  Indeed, Mouffe stresses that there will ideally exist a diverse range of 

conceptions of citizenship (“liberal-conservative, social-democratic, neo-liberal, radical-

democratic, and so on”),179 each intent on winning the authority to interpret the 

aforementioned set of liberal democratic principles, to define common sense, and to 

implement its own preferred form of ‘hegemony’ – its own preferred pattern of power 

relations.180 

Mouffe therefore envisions a unity, secured via commonality, that can mobilize 

the resources of pluralism to construct an internal frontier of ‘us’ and ‘them’;181 indeed, 

                                                 

177 Mouffe, DP, 55. 
178 Mouffe, DP, 102. 
179 Mouffe, DP, 104. 
180 Mouffe, DP, 99, 104. 
181 Mouffe, DP, 56. 



 

117 

such a “conflictual consensus”182 depends on pluralism’s existence.  Always subject to 

(re)negotiation,183 this internal frontier can take different forms.  For instance, it can be 

based on the socio-economic divisions of various homogeneous groups – a frontier 

between ‘left’ and ‘right.’  Alternatively, it can be a populist frontier, based on the 

division between ‘the people’ and ‘oligarchs.’184  Different frontiers work in different 

political circumstances;185 what matters is that the chosen frontier provide citizens with 

“channels through which collective passions will be given ways to express 

themselves.”186  That is, what matters is that the internal ‘us’-‘them’ distinction empower 

citizens with a sense that their demands are actually represented by traditional political 

channels like mainstream political parties – that their votes in fact matter.187  When this 

occurs, representative liberal democracy can serve as a vehicle for a valiant clash of 

different political positions, and citizens will develop an allegiance to liberal democratic 

principles and institutions.  When this does not occur, citizens will become apathetic; or, 

worse still, finding that their demands cannot be expressed by traditional political 

channels, they will turn to more extreme and possibly illiberal alternatives.  The result, in 

                                                 

182 Mouffe, DP, 103. 
183 Iñigo Errejón and Chantal Mouffe, Podemos: In the Name of the People (London: Lawrence and 
Wishart Limited, 2016), 103. [Errejón and Mouffe, Podemos, 103.] 
184 Errejón and Mouffe, Podemos, 143. 
185 For instance, according to Iñigo Errejón, populist frontiers “only [work] in contexts that are heavily 
marked by dislocation, by collapse of traditional [right and left] identities… [when] a polarization of the 
political field takes place, between an ever-growing potential majority, unsatisfied with the current state of 
things, and the elite groups, which are perceived as increasingly similar to each other [Errejón, Podemos, 
102].” 
186 Mouffe, DP, 103. 
187 Errejón and Mouffe, Podemos, 98-9. 
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the latter case, is “an explosion of antagonisms that can tear up the very basis of 

civility.”188 

We can now see why Mouffe’s agonism is ‘hard,’ and Connolly’s, ‘soft.’  

Connolly maintains that antagonism can transform into something akin to political 

friendship, whereas Mouffe denies that such a transformation is possible; such a 

“sublimation” of “the political… [into] congruen[ce] with the ethical” is “an optimism 

which I do not share.”189  However, perhaps surprisingly, Mouffe actually builds into her 

agonism a greater degree of togetherness than does Connolly190 – therein lies the relative 

strength of Mouffe’s model. 

Mouffe’s agonism acknowledges the need for a sense of togetherness at multiple 

levels.  First, she recognizes that it is not enough for those who fall along a certain side of 

the frontier – the oppressed, for instance – to merely identify a common “them”; they 

must also develop a true collective will by means of a “chain of equivalence.”  Entering 

into a chain of equivalence allows the relevant political actors to undergo a 

transformation of identity, to realize new subjectivities, and, finally, to collectively 

pursue the authority to implement their preferred form of hegemony.191  That way, they 

will not fall prey to infighting once they have defeated their opponents.  Second, Mouffe 

                                                 

188 Errejón and Mouffe, Podemos, 104. 
189 Mouffe, DP, 107, 31fn. 
190 Earlier, I critique Connolly’s agonism on the grounds that it does not recognize that its success depends 
on some minimal degree of togetherness, both in regards to how the oppressed must relate to one another 
and in regards to how the oppressed relate to their oppressors. 
191 Errejón and Mouffe, Podemos, 146. 
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demands that all citizens maintain a commitment to the foundational liberal democratic 

principles of the demos – regardless of how they (the citizens) may interpret those 

principles differently and regardless of which side of the chosen frontier they may fall on.  

Instead, it is on the basis of this commonality that political opponents – “us-es” and 

“thems” – can compete as adversaries rather than enemies.  By recognizing that they are 

committed to the same liberal democratic principles, opponents do not try to destroy one 

another.  Rather, they recognize one another as legitimate opponents who have an 

unquestionable right to defend their respective interpretations of those principles – even if 

they will never arrive at some sort of rational consensus over the meaning and 

implementation of those principles.  So, even though it may be thinner than the sorts of 

“ethical” consensuses advocated by Rawls and Habermas, Mouffe’s “conflictual” 

consensus is thicker and, thus, more secure, than a mere modus vivendi.  Mouffe’s 

adversaries display a genuine commitment to liberal democracy; they do not merely agree 

to liberal democracy out of exhaustion from prolonged conflict. 

This reliance on a foundational commitment to liberal democratic principles and 

institutions, however, leaves Mouffe’s agonism open to surprising vulnerabilities.  First, 

Mouffe’s conflictual consensus is only viable when citizens have already committed 

themselves to the state’s foundational liberal democratic principles; only so can political 

opponents compete as adversaries.  If citizens do not share such a commitment, then they 

will consider one another enemies to be destroyed and, perhaps, killed.  What this means 

is that Mouffe’s agonistic project suffers from an initiation problem reminiscent of that 
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which cripples the Rawlsian and Habermasian projects.192  Mouffe’s agonism leaves 

open the question of how to encourage citizens to become the sorts of citizens who will 

indeed be committed to the state’s foundational liberal democratic principles.  This is a 

vital question.  If Mouffe’s agonism cannot supply or accommodate a plausible answer, 

beyond simply letting history run its course, then its ability to transform political 

opponents into adversaries can only be a matter of happenstance.  It will always threaten 

to devolve into “an explosion of antagonisms that can tear up the very basis of civility”193 

or to revert to Schmittian hypocrisy.  The viability of Mouffe’s agonism, in short, is 

rooted in principle; from principled acceptance of liberal democracy emerges the 

possibility of structured and healthy competition – not vice versa.  So, even though 

Mouffe’s “confrontational” consensus is thinner than those found in Rawls and 

Habermas’s proposals – “political” rather than “ethical” – it nonetheless faces a similar 

challenge to that of its thicker counterparts. 

Second, it is unclear whether or not this barebones sense of a shared commitment 

to liberal democracy is sufficient to sustain even Mouffe’s own agonistic project.  

Provided that citizens share in a conflictual consensus, Mouffe maintains that agonism 

can fulfill its promise when citizens are given proper “channels through which collective 

passions will be given ways to express themselves over issues which, while allowing 

                                                 

192 Earlier, I argue that Rawlsian and Habermasian interlocutors can only participate in and help to realize a 
foundational, thin ethical consensus when they are already the sorts of people who are capable of 
participating in rational discourse. 
193 Mouffe, DP, 104.  
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enough possibility for identification, will not construct the opponent as an enemy but as 

an adversary.”194  If the frontier between us and them is constructed in a manner that 

allows vehicles like mainstream political parties to be objects of identification – that is, to 

be expressive of citizens’ political demands and passions195 – then citizens will deepen 

their commitment to liberal democracy. 

Now, there is great insight in Mouffe’s argument that citizens will become 

disillusioned when mainstream vehicles do not allow them to express their demands and 

passions.  She plausibly attributes the challenges Western representative democracies are 

currently facing – in particular, the resurgence of support for right wing populist 

movements – to the fact that mainstream parties have lost the support of many of their 

historic constituencies: 

In many European countries, this [centrist] consensus has led to the 
implementation of a type of democracy that eliminates anything to do with 
people’s power, the very constituent dimension of the democratic idea.  When 
there’s no longer a fundamental difference between the programmes of right and 
left-wing parties, citizens think their vote won’t make a difference.  They feel 
excluded by the elites in power, and that crates a fertile ground for parties that 
present themselves as the voice of the people against the ‘Establishment’.196 

We do not need to accept Mouffe’s condemnation of centrism to appreciate this insight.  

If citizens do not feel represented, then representative democracy will feel more like 

oligarchy – except, citizens will not tolerate such a de facto oligarchy, given their desires 

                                                 

194 Mouffe, DP, 103. 
195 Errejón and Mouffe, Podemos, 60. 
196 Errejón and Mouffe, Podemos, 98-9. 
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for democratic control.  So, citizens must have access to channels through which they can 

express their political demands and passions. 

 Can those channels, in and of themselves, however, prevent the constructed 

frontier between adversaries from devolving into one between enemies?  I submit that 

they cannot.   Even if these channels are provided, there remains a significant risk that the 

confrontation between adversaries will overheat – especially given the fact that citizens 

are encouraged under the agonistic framework to appeal to resources that have 

historically stimulated people’s political passions to excess, like patriotism or 

nationalism.197 

 Particularly illustrative of this danger is an excerpt from an edited conversation 

between Mouffe and Iñego Errejón, a leader of a left wing populist movement in Spain 

who broadly shares Mouffe’s hard agonistic outlook.  The two disagree over whether 

opponents in the agonistic framework should be considered adversaries or enemies”: 

CM: Well, as for that friend-enemy passion you talk about, I would prefer to refer 
to its agonistic form of battle between adversaries. 
IE: Well, it’s friend-enemy because supporters occasionally kill each other.  It’s 
undesirable, but violence constitutes the ultimate possibility, it is part of the clash. 
CM: They may kill each other, yes, but luckily it’s not usual.  And one tries to 
avoid it. 
IE: But that’s where the intensity comes from.  Passion comes from the intensity 
of the clash.  I feel part of the intensity of the clash.  I feel part of the same thing, 
of an ‘us’, along with mahy people who chant like me. 
CM: But Iñigo, in agonistic battles there is also passion between the adversaries. 

                                                 

197 Errejón and Mouffe, Podemos, 68-9. 
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IE: Yes, but I think that passion always entails the possibility of antagonism.  
Agonism among opponents is an antagonism between enemies that has been 
institutionalised.198 

What this passage expresses is an optimism in Mouffe’s framework.  Mouffe maintains 

that it is “not usual” for political opponents under agonism to kill each other, but can such 

opponents really be considered adversaries who respect one another’s right to defend 

their respective demands and ideals, so long as they are committed to liberal democracy, 

if the passion which fuels their confrontations is ultimately underlined by the possibility 

of political violence?!  Can ‘populists,’ for instance, really treat their ‘establishment’ 

opponents as mere adversaries if they construe the establishment as having “betrayed 

[the] general interest” in pursuit of “new forms of subordination that are connected to the 

development of globalized financial capitalism”?  Probably not.199  Mouffe’s agonistic 

‘strategy’ is therefore more akin to a hope. 

 Of course, given the contingencies and potential volatilities of real life politics, 

we must afford Mouffe’s argument some leeway; it is unreasonable to expect from any 

political arrangement or strategy absolute certainty.  However, my contention here is that 

hard agonists would do well to consider additional resources that can help political 

opponents remain adversaries.  Indeed, in future chapters, I shall consider a particular 

conception of political friendship that even agonists might find instructive.  At the risk of 

                                                 

198 Errejón and Mouffe, Podemos, 62-3. 
199 It is no wonder that some have accused populists of concocting a fictional division between “pure, 
innocent, always hardworking people” and “a corrupt elite who do not really work (other than to further 
their self-interest) (Jan-Werner Müller, What is Populism? (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2016), 23.).” 



 

124 

sounding cryptic: even if we choose to pursue political agonism, adopting some elements 

of the metaphor of political friendship can encourage citizens to develop certain 

techniques that can both enhance the ability of ‘friends’ who fall along the same side of 

the internal frontier to cooperate and motivate them to consider their opponents as 

adversaries rather than as enemies.  Specifically, when political actors recognize that their 

goods and the goods of their opponents are, in some sense, mutually constitutive, it 

becomes less likely that they will view one another as objects to be killed.  They will no 

longer be bound together by an ambiguous, shared commitment to ill-defined principles. 

Libertarianism: The Insufficiency of a “Utopia of Utopias” 

Libertarians largely agree with political realists that the active cultivation of a sense of 

togetherness is unnecessary for stability.  However, libertarians do not place their hopes 

in the ability of political competition to work itself out.  Instead, they place their hopes in 

freedom.  The state should be organized in a manner that respects the fact of ownership – 

the fact that people, by virtue of owning of themselves, should not be forced to do 

anything beyond that which they have chosen200 to do.201  So long as such a night-

                                                 

200 A more accurate word here might be volunteered.  Aristotle distinguishes between ‘the chosen’ and the 
‘voluntary’; the former is necessarily preceded by rational deliberation, whereas the latter is not.  
Libertarians aim to protect the right of individuals to perform either sort of action. 
201 Charles Murray, What it Means to be a Libertarian (New York: Broadway Books, 1997), 6. [Murray, 
Libertarianism, 6.] 
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watchman state restricts itself to a minimal set of functions,202 the free interactions of 

individuals will generate order – and, thus, stability – spontaneously.203  

The libertarian commitment to freedom results in a largely unregulated free 

market economy undergirded by vigorous private rights protections.  On the libertarian 

account, such an economy fosters order because it ensures an efficient allocation of 

resources.  So the argument goes, circumstances on the ground are infinitely complex and 

constantly changing, so no single authority can possibly have all the information 

necessary to make sound economic decisions.  Therefore, economic decision making 

should be left to those who are actually familiar with the circumstances on the ground.  

So long as government does not unduly interfere,204 economic actors can make informed 

decisions by taking their cues from an undistorted price system.205   

This is not a work of economics, so I shall abstain from critiquing the claim that a 

largely unregulated free market leads to optimal economic outcomes.  However, even if 

we concede this claim, we should be skeptical of the capacity of market efficiency to 

secure stability – let alone one that is unoppressive, non-tyrannical, and liberal 

                                                 

202 Typically, libertarians maintain that the state should protect citizens from violence, theft, and fraud; 
enforce voluntary agreements/contracts; and, perhaps, provide a limited number of public goods. 
203 Some libertarians go on to make a more extreme claim: to have the state be any bigger is to flirt with the 
descent into totalitarianism – Nazism and Soviet communism (e.g., F.A. Hayek, The Road to Serfdom, ed. 
Bruce Caldwell (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2007).). 
204 Note that some libertarians do argue that their framework can accommodate claims of historical bias and 
injustice, so long as those claims are legitimate.  For example, Nozick argues that payments can be made to 
victims of past injustices (e.g., rights abuses, enslavement) on the principle of rectification (Robert Nozick, 
Anarchy, State, and Utopia (United States: Basic Books, Inc., 1974), 152-3. [Nozick, ASU, 152-3.] 
205 F.A. Hayek, "The Use of Knowledge in Society," The American Economic Review 35, no. 4 (September, 
1945): 519-530. 
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democratic – by itself.  This is because market relations are competitive, and competition 

threatens to become corrosive unless market participants are capable of preventing those 

market relations from developing in this manner.  However, people cannot be expected to 

spontaneously become ideal market participants through market participation alone.  

Therefore, the proper functioning of the market depends on the widespread presence of a 

certain sort of person who cannot be expected to emerge from the market framework. 

We can see why this is the case by considering what sorts of market participants 

are required to ensure that unregulated free market competition will not become 

corrosive.  Market participants must be appropriately virtuous; they must be the sorts of 

people who will take “personal responsibility” for the consequences of their own 

economic decisions and to abide by the rules of the game.206  For instance, they must, by 

in large, not renege on their voluntary agreements or attempt to defraud others; it is hard 

to see how the free market can function if people are prone to reneging on their 

agreements and must constantly appeal to court arbitration for enforcement.  With that, 

they must not begrudge success and blame others for their economic circumstances or 

anxieties; they must not interpret the results of the marketplace through the lens of their 

personal class/ethnic/religious/cultural/etc. biases.  Indeed, they must overcome any 

prejudices that they might harbour and be willing to engage with others in the 

marketplace in the first place.  None of this, however, can be guaranteed by mere 

participation in the marketplace. 
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Moreover, even if enlightened self-interest can motivate people to behave as if 

they were appropriately virtuous, it does not follow that the trust or sense of togetherness 

they may feel as a result of their marketplace interactions will be exported into non-

economic spheres of life.  That is, even if the marketplace can give birth to the seeds of 

trust among competitors, it is unclear whether or not that same competition will be able to 

nourish those seeds of trust into something that can more reliably motivate marketplace 

participants to behave as they ought to behave.  Indeed, empirical research suggests that 

the opposite is more likely, that successful marketplace cooperation is not the catalyst, 

but rather the result, of a pre-existing culture of trust; such a culture is typically rooted in 

something extra-economic – shared ethnic origins, similar religious upbringings, the 

same country of origin, etc..207  Accordingly, Robert Putnam attributes the success of 

Silicon Valley, relative to other technology corridors, to culture:  

Although nominally competitors, these companies’ leaders [in Silicon Valley] 
shared information, problem-solving techniques, and perhaps just as important, 
beers after work…. Silicon Valley’s major U.S. competitor, the route 128 corridor 
outside Boston, did not develop such interfirm social capital.  Rather it maintained 
traditional norms of corporate hierarchy, secrecy, self-sufficiency, and 
territoriality.  Employees rarely went out after work with one another or with 
people from other firms.  Route 128’s “I’ll succeed on my own” philosophy is 
largely responsible for its poor performance relative to Silicon Valley’s, 
according to the leading study of the two high-tech centers.208 

                                                 

207 See Luigi Guiso, Paola Sapienza, and Luigi Zingales, “Does Culture Affect Economic Outcomes?,” 
Journal of Economic Perspectives 20, no. 2 (Spring, 2006): 23-48. 
208 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 200). 



 

128 

Now, the most plausible forms of libertarianism insist that there is a need for a 

sort of associational life that is not grounded in economic self-interest.  For instance, 

Charles Murray argues that the “need for intimacy with other human beings, for 

companionship and love, is only a short step beyond our primal needs for safety, food, 

and shelter.”209  Therefore, we must have the ability, as human beings, “to affiliate with, 

or to shape, little platoons that accord with our beliefs… It is very difficult – impossible? 

– to live a satisfying life unless we are able to live according to our beliefs and to see 

those beliefs validated by others.”210 

In an effort to preserve the spirit of voluntarism, however, libertarians insist upon 

a particularly strong principle of associational freedom.  Rather than suggest that citizens 

form their associations within a civil society that spans the entirety of the populace (not 

unlike Habermas), libertarians propose that citizens create and join their own distinctive 

civil societies within the framework of the night-watchman state and against the backdrop 

of the free market.  Formal accounts of this proposal envision a “utopia… of utopias,”211 

based on the metaphor of an archipelago – “an area of sea containing many islands.”212  

Such a “society” is more of a “society of societies.”  People can create their own 

associations or communities, organized around their own particular understandings of the 

good life.  These communities may be internally illiberal; so long as the broader legal-

                                                 

209 Murray, Libertarianism, 22. 
210 Murray, Libertarianism, 23. 
211 Nozick, ASU, 312. 
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political framework guarantees individuals the right to leave those communities and does 

not recognize the authority of those communities to deny individuals of that right, the 

broader societal framework can be considered just.213 

At first glance, this commitment to radical voluntarism seems to facilitate an 

unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability.  People have less of a 

reason to complain if they get to choose where they wish to live – the values by which 

they wish to live and the people with whom they wish to associate.  Moreover, this 

radical voluntarism appreciates the limits of human perception and the reality of social 

complexity.  As Robert Nozick argues: 

Suppose (falsely)… that one kind of society is best for all… Given the enormous 
complexity of man, his many desires, aspirations, talents, mistakes, loves, 
sillinesses, given the thickness of his intertwined and interrelated levels, facets, 
relationships, and given the complexity of interpersonal institutions and 
relationships,… it is enormously unlikely that, even if there were one ideal pattern 
for society, it could be arrived at in the a priori… fashion.214 

The problem with this radical voluntarism, however, is that it offers nothing that 

can bind all citizens together, beyond the existence of the basic framework of the night-

watchman state and their participation in the marketplace.  Libertarians effectively 

propose to privatize civil society: people should be able to choose the particular civil 

society of which they wish to be apart.  What this means is that what had formerly been 

called civil society can no longer serve as a place where citizens of different economic 

classes, religions, cultures, ethnic backgrounds, etc. can come together in spite of their 
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differences and develop some sort of sense of togetherness.  The civil societies or utopias 

people form may individually serve to bring different sorts of people together.  However, 

given that these associations tend to be organized around common beliefs, they can just 

as easily be homogeneous – to serve as sites where people can live with “‘[others] just 

like us’… other middle-class people, other whites, other blacks, other gays, other 

Episcopalians.”215  In other words, the civil societies envisioned by libertarians can foster 

a sense of internal togetherness within each individual civil society, but they can exist in 

virtual isolation from one another.  The libertarian proposal thus risks aggravating the 

problem of individualism that Alexis de Toqueville observed among democratic peoples 

– a disposition to “isolate himself from the mass of his fellows and withdraw into the 

circle of family and friends; with this little society formed to his taste, he gladly leaves 

the greater society to look after itself.”216 

Now, libertarians may protest that this mutual isolation is not problematic.  

Chandran Kukathas, for instance, maintains that it is only necessary for these different 

communities to practice mutual toleration, which “requires little more than 

indifference… on occasion, a measure of forbearance… [towards] what is 

disagreeable.”217  In fact, Kukathas maintains, not only does this sort of toleration further 

stability by safeguarding individuals’ right of association; it also facilitates a real critical 
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examination over different values and ways of life.  Even if there is not actual dialogue 

among those communities, their “ends and means of pursuing them, could be compared 

and evaluated; trade-offs could be identified and risks could be assessed.... Example can 

speak – and reason – as eloquently as words.”218 

Yet the problem here is twofold.  First, it is unlikely that such mutual indifference 

can in fact facilitate “critical examination” over the different values and ways of life 

embodied by the various communities present, for such critical examination does require 

a willingness to engage with other communities.  We can see why this is the case by 

considering how discourse occurs in a seminar.  A seminar may consist of many potential 

conversation partners of a variety of backgrounds and persuasions.  However, we cannot 

declare that seminar a forum for critical discourse if many seminarians do not actually 

engage in discussion, either because they choose to remain silent or because they lack the 

critical faculties necessary to participate.  It would be more accurate to describe such a 

seminar as a debate among an active few, surrounded by a mass of passive observers.  

Similarly, the libertarian society can only be said to be a forum for real critical discourse 

if members of the various communities present are capable and willing to engage with 

one another.  So, mutual indifference does not facilitate critical discourse.  In fact, 

allowing communities to withdraw from one another may undermine critical discourse.  

By isolating themselves, these groups prevent others from even beginning to comprehend 

how they understand themselves – their values, worldviews, and practices; such isolation 
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prevents others from gathering the data necessary to make truly informed judgments or 

real assessments.  Others are forced either to abstain from making judgments altogether 

or to produce judgements on the basis of limited understandings, stereotypes, or 

caricatures.  What results is a façade of critical examination – a toleration steeped in a 

phony mutual understanding. 

Second, even if we set this first problem aside, the fact remains that these 

communities will compete against one another on multiple levels.  On Nozick’s own 

account, the dynamics of the utopia of utopias is akin to “the economic model of a 

competitive market.”219  People may choose which utopias they wish to join, but those 

utopias may reject one’s attempt to become members – those civil societies may reject 

people’s applications – on the grounds that the inclusion of those individuals will not be 

a net-benefit.220  Is it not reasonable to believe that people will grow resentful if their 

‘applications’ are repeatedly rejected or if they are compelled to join undesirable or 

disreputable “utopias”?!221  Moreover, the different utopias will compete with one 

another to attract ‘ideal’ candidates for themselves. 

As a result, the only thing that will be shared by all citizens under libertarianism 

is their participation in the free market222 – yet marketplace interactions are also defined 

                                                 

219 Nozick, ASU, 302. 
220 Nozick, ASU, 294-309. 
221 Psychological research indicates that anger and aggression are often precipitated by real, perceived, or 
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222 Certainly, some egalitarian liberals are committed to a similarly strong principle of associational 
freedom.  For instance, For instance, Nancy Rosenblum argues that “we do not need and should not want 
liberal democracy ‘all the way down.’  Groups should have wide-ranging powers of self-definition and self-
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by competition (even more so) and market competition is not a reliable source of trust.  

So, beyond the (presumed) ability of the free market to “spontaneously” generate 

widespread prosperity, it is hard to see how the libertarian framework can be a stable 

political arrangement.  What, within the libertarian framework, can hold people together 

through thick and thin?  What can counteract the potentially corrosive effects of 

competition?  It is unclear.  Therefore, libertarianism aims to guarantee a negative space, 

secured by protections against fraud, force, and the breaking of promises, where citizens 

can act as they choose.  However, in order for society to be stable, citizens must not 

merely share in that negative space.  Within that space, individuals and associations alike 

must also fulfill certain positive requirements of mutual consideration – perhaps of 

mutual respect, care, or political friendship – beyond merely respecting laissez-faire.  

They cannot merely compete with one another.  Put differently, in order for 

                                                 

government, even if that means illiberal, antidemocratic groups.  Groups based on antidemocratic 
ideologies of exclusion and subversion should be protected until they pose a clear and present danger of 
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libertarianism to succeed, citizens must collectively maintain the night-watchman state – 

both its size and the evenhanded way in which its power must be wielded – yet nothing 

within the libertarian framework can explain how or where citizens can acquire the 

virtues required to behave in this manner. 

A Political Sense of Togetherness that can Accommodate Difference and 
Disagreement 

We therefore have the basic case for why we should appeal to the resources of political 

friendship in our effort to secure an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic 

stability.  In the previous chapter, I developed the positive half of the case by appealing to 

Aristotle.  In this present chapter, I developed the negative half of the case by rejecting 

alternative approaches to the problem – perspectives that either deem political friendship 

unnecessary or dismiss the entire idea that a sense of togetherness among citizens must be 

cultivated as counterproductive. 

 In rejecting these alternative perspectives, I have also refined our understanding 

of what a theory of political friendship must do to plausibly serve as the basis of an 

unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic society.  Most obviously, political 

friendship must be capable of cultivating a sense of togetherness among citizens, as well 

as competing against alternative strategies that violate core liberal democratic 

commitments.  This sense of togetherness must be grounded in neither the joint pursuit of 

the good life nor in mere economic relations.  However, a theory of political friendship 

must also accommodate the expression of difference and disagreement.  If such a theory 

cannot do this, then one of two things will occur: either citizens will be oblivious to the 
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hierarchies of power which may exist, in which case forms of oppression and injustice 

will persist; or citizens will feel that the liberal democratic framework does not 

adequately give expression to their political demands and passions, in which case their 

disagreements may eventually erupt in the form of an even greater (and more violent) 

polarization. 

 What this means is that we must articulate an understanding of political friendship 

that can foster a sense of togetherness all the while encouraging citizens to express to 

their differences and disagreements in manners that do not undermine that same sense of 

togetherness.  This is a mighty challenge that requires us to navigate between Scylla and 

Charybdis.  On the one hand, if political friendship fails to accommodate the expression 

of difference and disagreement, then the pursuit of liberal democratic justice cannot 

proceed.  On the other hand, if political friendship cannot effectively manage or structure 

that expression of difference and disagreement, then liberal democratic society risks 

falling apart.  It is vital, however, that we meet this challenge.  The survival of liberal 

democracy as we know it hangs in the balance. 
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PART II: Towards a Liberal Democratic Theory of Political 
Friendship 
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In Part I, I presented the basic case for why contemporary liberal democratic societies 

should take political friendship seriously when attempting to realize an unoppressive and 

non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability.  First, I advanced an interpretation of 

Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship to demonstrate that we should take 

political friendship seriously in our effort to prevent citizens from clashing in manners 

that jeopardize the survival of the liberal democratic regime.  Second, I showed why 

alternative responses to the problem at hand that deem political friendship superfluous or 

counterproductive are either inadequate or themselves counterproductive. 

Through these parallel discussions, I developed an understanding of what any 

theory of liberal democratic political friendship must be able to achieve.  First, a theory 

of political friendship must ensure that citizens have a political sense of togetherness.  

This sense should be grounded in a shared commitment to further the longterm common 

advantage of the regime; in the liberal democratic context, this means that citizens should 

share a basic commitment to liberal democracy.  The bonds citizens share must thereby 

be grounded in neither a shared pursuit of the good life (in John Rawls’s words, a 

comprehensive conception of the good) nor mere economic relations.  Second, the sense 

of togetherness shared by political friends must certainly be secure, but it must also be 

able to accommodate the expression of difference and disagreement.  If that sense of 

togetherness cannot do this, then either one of two things will occur: either citizens will 

be oblivious to the hierarchies of power which may exist, in which case injustices will be 

left unrectified, and the potential of liberal democracy, unfulfilled; or citizens will feel 

that the liberal democratic framework does not allow them to express their political 
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demands and passions, in which case their disagreements will be suppressed, only to 

erupt in the form of an even greater polarization. 

 In Part II, I develop an understanding of political friendship that can ensure that 

citizens share a political sense of togetherness and that they will be able to express their 

differences and disagreements in a manageable manner – an understanding of political 

friendship that can plausibly secure an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal 

democratic stability.  I do so by engaging in a critical yet constructive conversation with 

two broad perspectives that aim to succeed where Aristotle’s understanding of political 

friendship falters: they promise to render citizens who are strangers political friends.  

Both of these perspectives envision different structures of political friendship that are 

more abstract than Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship.  The first perspective 

we shall consider, which I term ‘political friendship as conceptual metaphor,’ 

understands citizens to be political friends on the basis of the cognitive lens or metaphor 

through which they understand politics and their social relations.  So proponents of this 

perspective claim, when citizens understand their shared citizenship to be defined by the 

rules, norms, and dynamics of friendship (properly understood), they treat one another 

with a sense of trust, reciprocity, and inclusion, both in their face-to-face meetings and/or 

more generally at the deeper levels of public policy.  The second perspective, which I 

term ‘political friendship by common membership or identity,’ is more concrete than the 

first, but still more abstract than Aristotle’s understanding of political friendship.  

Commonly referred to as patriotism or nationalism, it construes political friends as 

sharing a civic and/or national identity.  Just as fellow alumni of the same school or 
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members of the same club are friends of sorts, so too are citizens who identify with the 

same nation and/or state. 

Through these conversations, we shall arrive at an understanding of what sorts of 

people citizens must be and what sorts of relations they must share, if liberal democratic 

societies are to realize a stability that is unoppressive and non-tyrannical.  So, without 

further ado… 
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CHAPTER 4 – Bridging the Divide Among Strangers: Political 
Friendship as a Conceptual Metaphor 

Some recent political theoretical efforts to attain and sustain an unoppressive and non-

tyrannical liberal democratic stability have pursued an approach that I call ‘political 

friendship as conceptual metaphor.’  This perspective aims to increase the likelihood that 

citizens will consider one another as political friends, even if they are strangers.  It 

attempts to do this by reconfiguring: (a) the lens through which citizens understand 

politics and their social relations; and, thus, (b) their political dispositions and practices.  

When citizens consider politics through the correct metaphor of political friendship, they 

treat one another with a reinvigorated sense of trust, reciprocity, and inclusion – both in 

their face-to-face meetings and/or more generally at the deeper levels of public policy – 

because they understand their shared citizenship to be defined by the rules, norms, and 

dynamics of friendship.  This perspective thereby promises to render liberal democratic 

society more stable and more just.  Not only would citizens be less inclined to sort 

themselves into opposing factions; in their mutual trust and good will, citizens would be 

better able and more inclined to engage in collective deliberation and to do what it takes 

to support justice. 

In this chapter, I engage in a critical conversation with two iterations of this 

perspective: those presented by Danielle Allen223 and Sibyl Schwarzenbach.224  Allen 
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presents a ‘thin’ understanding of the metaphor of political friendship that claims to 

transform pleonexia into equity – rivalrous self-interest into equitable self-interest.  It 

promises to motivate citizens to manage their differences and disagreements equitably.  

In contrast, Schwarzenbach presents a ‘thick’ understanding of the metaphor that 

reasserts the importance of “ethical reproduction” through the realization of a politics of 

care.225  It promises to transform citizens into the sorts of people who will be committed 

to a politics of care and who will perform the “ethical reproductive” activities required to 

sustain that conception of justice – to render justice “genuine.” 

I argue that ‘thinner’ versions of the metaphor of political friendship like Allen’s 

have much promise.  When citizens consider politics through the metaphor of political 

friendship so understood, they do not pursue their own interests without regard to how 

those pursuits affect others, but rather treat the good of others as part of their own 

interests.  They do not suppress and ignore their disagreements, discontents, and mutual 

sacrifices; rather, they pay attention to one another and pursue a mutual accommodation 

of their differences and disagreements through the joint, voluntary pursuit of an equitable 

distribution of sacrifice – by sharing power.  Not only does this transformation reduce the 

risk that citizens will suppress their differences and disagreements; it also prepares 

citizens for collective deliberation.  Therefore, I argue that the metaphor, so understood, 

                                                 

225 Note that both Allen and Schwarzenbach present their theories, at least in part, as interpretations or (in 
Schwarzenbach’s case) as updates of Aristotle’s political friendship.  However, both can ultimately serve as 
free-standing theories in their own right, so it is as free-standing theories of political friendship that I 
consider them here.  Instead of judging both theories as interpretations of Aristotle’s theory of political 
friendship, I consider them in order to find resources for my own theory of political friendship. 
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is instructive in our attempt to realize an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal 

democratic stability.  At best, the metaphor can potentially serve as the foundation of an 

“impure” deliberative democracy that only permits non-coercive forms of communicative 

agreement.  If the metaphor cannot do this, then it can at least mitigate against the 

possibility that political adversaries will become enemies. 

I also argue, however, that thin versions of the metaphor can only work in this 

manner if they are combined with other political theoretical resources.  This is because 

thin versions of the metaphor, in their thinness, cannot guarantee: (1) that citizens will 

actually be committed to liberal democracy; and/or (2) that citizens will practice political 

friendship across societal cleavages.  First, citizens who conceive of politics through the 

metaphor so understood will not necessarily be committed to liberal democracy; there 

may be circumstances where they might deem undemocratic alternatives to power 

sharing more effective at fostering equity.  Second, if the metaphor of political friendship 

is not pursued on top of a more basic sense of civic or national togetherness, then citizens 

who do consider politics through the metaphor of political friendship are at risk of only 

practicing political friendship with those whom they already tend to come cross. 

In what follows, I first appeal to cognitive science to demonstrate that this 

perspective should be taken seriously – that it is not too optimistic about the practical 

power of mere ‘fixes’ in how people think.  Second, I demonstrate that there exists a 

range of understandings of the metaphor of political friendship – ‘thin’ understandings 

like Allen’s, which promise to enhance citizens’ capacities to negotiate difference and 
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disagreement, and ‘thick’ understandings like Sibyl Schwarzenbach’s, 226 which promise 

to render citizens the sorts of citizens who can support more substantial conceptions of 

liberal democratic justice.  Third, I demonstrate the pitfalls of thick version of the 

metaphor like Schwarzenbach’s.  Here, I argue that the effort to instill the metaphor so 

understood will be subjected to prolonged contestation, for the metaphor will likely be 

construed as the embodiment of a specific political/partisan persuasion, rather than as 

something which a diversity of political persuasions, identities, interests, etc. will deem 

necessary to manage difference and disagreement.  With that, I argue that the metaphor 

so understood places such steep normative demands on how citizens must think and 

behave that it implies an apolitical state of affairs that can only be illusory at best and 

repressive at worst.  Fourth, I demonstrate the promise of thin versions of the metaphor 

like Allen’s.  Fifth, I provide a fuller picture of how thin versions of the metaphor like 

Allen’s can succeed by identifying some of the other political theoretical resources with 

which they must be combined. 

Not Just a ‘Model’ of Citizenship 

Before we begin, a brief word on my characterization of this perspective as ‘political 

friendship as conceptual metaphor’: I am choosing to take Allen and Schwarzenbach’s 

discussions of metaphor seriously.  Some treatments of Allen and Schwarzenbach’s 

theories downplay or overlook this aspect of their theories.  P.E. Digeser, for instance, 
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characterizes Allen and Schwarzenbach’s theories as attempts to render political 

friendship a “general model of citizenship.”227  As described by Digeser, Allen and 

Schwarzenbach understand political friendship to be a “scalable model for civic 

interaction” that expresses a shared sense of good will among citizens.  When the 

“atmosphere” of political friendship prevails, citizens can cooperate with one another 

despite their differences and despite the fact that they are not necessarily capable of 

recognizing one another’s motives.228  Such a political friendship can thus “forestal or 

mitigate the general level of enmity that renders cooperation impossible.”229  Likewise, 

Çigdem Çidam notes that Allen’s theory is one of several contemporary interpretations of 

Aristotle that understands political friendship to be “a set of practices that ensures 

cooperation by accommodating ‘not only conflict but also the means of resolving 

conflict,’”230 rather than an actual relationship between two or more people. 

While these descriptions do capture important elements of Allen and 

Schwarzenbach’s theories, I demonstrate that by not considering Allen and 

Schwarzenbach’s discussions of metaphor, they do not fully capture the ambition of 

Allen and Schwarzenbach’s theories.  Allen and Schwarzenbach do not simply intend for 

their respective conceptions of political friendship to serve as ‘models’ of citizenship that 
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228 Digeser, Reconsidered, 107, 110. 
229 Digeser, Reconsidered, 107. 
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citizens can emulate or that we can use to evaluate citizens’ behaviour – although these 

theories can certainly be used for such purposes.  Nor do they simply describe the 

techniques and/or demands of political friendship.  Rather, they intend for their theories 

to serve as the basis of a transformation of citizens into the sorts of people who consider 

politics and their social relations as political friends would.  As we shall see, in addition 

to outlining their respective understandings of political friendship, Allen and 

Schwarzenbach both go to great lengths to identify the problematic metaphors that they 

believe must be either replaced or supplemented by that of political friendship.  These 

theories are therefore not simply theories of how citizens should think and behave; they 

are also theories of how to go about realizing those citizens, given how citizens currently 

think and behave.  If we fail to consider this aspect of Allen and Schwarzenbach’s 

theories, then we risk overlooking both their ambitiousness and the deeply realistic 

reasons which motivate them.  We risk conflating necessary ambition with utopianism.  

Put differently, Allen and Schwarzenbach’s theories invite both normative and strategic 

scrutiny. 

Conceptual Metaphors, Not Mere Metaphors: Pervasive, Sticky, yet 
Changeable 

A metaphor is generally understood to be an application of a word, term, or phrase to an 

object or action that it does not literally denote.231  For example, when one says that one 

is “drowning in a sea of grief,” one is not saying that he/she is literally sinking to the 
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bottom of some sort of body composed of grief, but rather expressing the magnitude of 

his/her grief.   Likewise, when Socrates describes a polity as a “Ship of State,” Socrates is 

not saying that a state can be found aboard a ship, but is rather likening the citizens of a 

city to sailors who might find themselves aboard a ship.  So, to say that citizens conceive 

of politics and their social relations through the metaphor of political friendship is not to 

say that each and every citizen is a personal friend with the next.  Rather, it is to say that 

those citizens understand their shared citizenship to be defined by the rules, norms, and 

dynamics of friendship;232 when citizens are metaphorical friends, they consider and 

interact with one another as if they were friends – even if they are strangers.233 

 It might be tempting to dismiss this understanding of political friendship as 

fanciful or misleading.  After all, metaphors seem to divert our attention away from the 

‘literal’ and the ‘objective,’ leading us to absurd conclusions.  As Thomas Hobbes 

famously remarks, we are apt to reach absurd conclusions when we use “metaphors, 

tropes, and other rhetorical figures, instead of words proper.  For though it be lawful to 

say (for example) in common speech the way goeth, or leadeth hither, or thither, the 

                                                 

232 Later in this chapter, we will consider different understandings of which rules, norms, and dynamics are 
implied by the metaphor of political friendship. 
233 Allen, Strangers, 156.  Similarly, when citizens conceive of politics and their social relations through 
the metaphor of the social contract, they understand their shared citizenship to be defined by the rules, 
norms, and dynamics of a contract – even if they did not literally enter into a contract with one another (or 
with the state).  Likewise, when citizens conceive of politics and their social relations through the metaphor 
of the family, they understand their shared citizenship to be defined by the rules, norms, and dynamics of 
the family – even if they are not literally members of the same family.  (With that, we can note that just as 
there may exist different understandings of the metaphor of political friendship and of the rules, norms, and 
dynamics it implies, there may also exist different understandings of the metaphors of the social contract 
and of the family, as well as of the rules, norms, and dynamics they each imply.) 
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proverb says this or that (whereas ways cannot go, nor proverbs speak), yet in reckoning 

and seeking of truth such speeches are not to be admitted.”234  There is considerable 

evidence to believe, however, that this is not the case.  Proponents of the metaphor of 

political friendship tend to appeal to Aristotle’s Poetics to demonstrate the cognitive 

power and potential usefulness of metaphors.  For instance, Schwarzenbach notes that 

metaphor “can actually render visible a hitherto unnoticed and ‘nameless act’ 

(Poe.1457b28)… [by] giving the thing a name that belongs to something else 

(Poe.1457b7-8)… Thus, by way of an intuitive perception of the similarity of dissimilars, 

a hitherto ‘nameless’ activity… is brought to the center of our attention.”235  Likewise, 

Allen argues that metaphors help us understand things that are otherwise too large, 

complex, and abstract to understand literally – things like a large collection of people 

who live together in a given society.236 

With the benefit of cognitive science, however, we can make an even stronger 

claim: metaphors are not just powerful; they are pervasive and necessary.  This is because 

metaphors are not just matters of language; they are primarily237 matters of thought, and 

                                                 

234 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan: with selected variants from the Latin edition of 1668, ed. Edwin Curley 
(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 1994), 25. 
235 Schwarzenbach, OCF, 13. 
236 Allen, Strangers, 17.  Recall from Chapter 2 how, on my reading, Aristotle’s understanding of political 
friendship falters because it consists of the personal recognition of political virtue; it is hard to see how 
citizens in a large polity can personally recognize political virtue in more than a handful of their fellow 
citizens.  Understanding political friendship as a metaphor can potentially circumvent this problem of 
numbers; citizens who are metaphorical political friends can act as if they were friends, even if they are 
strangers. 
237 Cognitive science suggests that 98% of thought is unconscious.  See Andrea Rock, The Mind at Night 
(New York: New York, 2005).  
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language serves as an instrument for thought.238  That is, metaphors are typically not 

merely metaphors; they are also conceptual (thus, the term ‘conceptual metaphor’).  The 

brain imposes structures on all actions and/or events.239  Specifically, we think in terms of 

narratives and metaphors, the most recognizable or seemingly prototypical of which are 

called “deep narratives [and metaphors].”  Even the simplest narratives have structures 

called “frames” or “scripts.”  These structures comprise collections of roles (i.e., 

characters), relations among those roles, and scenarios potentially enacted by those roles.  

Due to a process called “neural binding,” narratives have “event structures” (e.g., 

precondition – build-up – main event – the purpose – the wind-down – the result – later 

consequences); can prompt emotional responses; and can be combined into more 

complex narratives.  Similarly, due to “neural recruitment,” the brain consciously and 

unconsciously associates distinct frames together as related.  Should these associations 

recur frequently, those frames become permanently connected in our brain circuitry; 

neural binding can combine primary metaphors or narratives into complex ones.  The 

experience of being held affectionately by parents during childhood, for instance, 

spontaneously prompts an association between warmth and affection, thereby producing 

a “primary” metaphor of warmth as affection.240  What emerges, as a result, are systems 

                                                 

238 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
2003), 15. 
239 George Lakoff, The Political Mind: Why You Can’t Understand 21st Century Politics with an 18th-
Century Brain (New York: Viking, 2008), 20-27. [Lakoff, TPM, 20-7.] 
240 Lakoff, TPM, 83. 
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of concepts – ways in which various frames, narratives, and metaphors fit together in a 

sensible manner.241   

This, of course, is all very dense.  However, for our purposes, what matters here is 

that these narratives, metaphors, and systems of concepts give meaning to our lives.  

They structure our experiences, as well as our emotional responses to those events – how 

we consciously and unconsciously form associations among our emotions, narratives, and 

experiences.242  We cannot understand ourselves without them.  Importantly, these 

narratives, metaphors, and broader systems of thought are not inborn; we assimilate them 

as we grow up and observe others invoke them through language.  So, language shapes 

how we think, which in turn shapes how we behave.  We then go on to apply these 

narratives and metaphors to our everyday experiences – sometimes consciously and 

reflectively, but, more often than not, unconsciously and reflexively.243 

                                                 

241 Lakoff, TPM, 43. 
242 Lakoff, TPM, 33.  I am drawing upon the insights of cognitive science to justify what follows.  
However, it is worth noting that many argue that metaphors and, more broadly, language necessarily shape 
how we understand politics, culture, and our social relations – how we understand ourselves, what sorts of 
things we value, and what sorts of things we find incomprehensible – without necessarily accepting or 
going into the details of cognitive science.  In fact, some of these perspectives go so far as to say that 
different languages encode social realities in different ways and, thus, lead to the development of different 
patterns of thought about social realities.  E.g., Charles Taylor, The Language Animal: The Full Shape of 
the Human Linguistic Capacity (Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2016), 
Claude Levi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, trans. Claire Jacobson and Brooke Grundfest Schoepf (New 
York: Basic Books, 1963). 
243 Lakoff, TPM, 13.  An example of this understanding of language being implemented in practice is how 
children in some schools are taught to refer to all other children in their school – including those they do 
not know personally – as friends.  The idea behind such policies is that children will be motivated to treat 
and consider one another in accordance to the norms of friendship by virtue of understanding their student 
culture in terms of friendship. 
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As a concrete illustration of the cognitive power of metaphor, consider the 

following study.  Lera Boroditsky and Paul Thibodeau find that the metaphors with 

which research participants considered the problem of crime deeply impacted what sorts 

of criminal policies they supported.  Presented with the same set of statistics, participants 

were asked to discuss the dynamics of the problem and what the solution should be.  

Participants who were told that crime is like a beast ravaging through a city were more 

inclined to support tough law and order solutions – more police, more prisons, harsher 

sentences.  In contrast, participants who were told that crime is like a virus were more 

inclined to support reform efforts to make the community immune to the virus – better 

schools, poverty reduction, rehabilitation.  Participants stuck with their respective 

conclusions even when presented with alternative policy options and, importantly, did not 

think that their reasoning was affected by the metaphor with which they were presented 

at the beginning of the study.  What this indicates, Boroditsky and Thibodeau conclude, is 

that metaphors help complex and abstract issues seem more familiar and that even a 

simple word (a “minimal metaphor”) which invokes a particular metaphor or frame can 

in turn invoke a whole framework about how to think about a given issue.  This goes to 

suggest that many of the debates we have stem from more fundamental disagreements 

about which metaphors describe given situations correctly, and which metaphors do so 

incorrectly.244 

                                                 

244 See Lera Boroditsky and Paul H. Thibodeau, “Metaphors We Think With: The Role of Metaphor in 
Reasoning,” PLoS ONE 6, no. 2 (2011): e16782, doi:10.1371/ journal.pone.0016782.  To be sure, it is 
unlikely that participants entered the study without any previously-acquired metaphors concerning crime – 
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We can draw three further implications from all of this.  First, our surrounding 

cultures largely determine what we consider possible or plausible; our brains can only 

impose onto events metaphors and narratives that have been assimilated during our 

participation in a particular culture.  If our culture lacks a certain metaphor or narrative, 

then we likely cannot make sense of that metaphor or narrative.  With that, if we accept a 

certain metaphor or narrative, then we ignore or hide any realities or ‘facts’ that 

contradict it.  So, when it comes to politics and our social relations, metaphors do not 

merely regulate what we value and belittle, what we identify as problems that require 

political action, even what we notice and overlook; they also structure our political 

customs, practices, and patterns of interaction.  If we consider politics and our social 

relations through problematic metaphors, then our social and political practices will also 

be problematic.  Indeed, given that a culture is largely defined by which prevalent 

metaphors members have generated and assimilated – the frames which recur in that 

culture – one might go so far as to say that political orders are defined by the 

foundational metaphors through which inhabitants conceive of politics and their social 

relations, as well as by the dominant (explicit or implicit) interpretations people have of 

those metaphors.245 

                                                 

metaphors that could have affected their reasoning on the issue presented in the study.  Still, this does not 
detract from the study’s insight that metaphors have the power to structure reasoning.  Assuming that they 
did indeed enter the study with previously-acquired metaphors concerning crime, the fact that participants 
responded as they did when presented with the metaphors in question only seems to suggest that metaphors 
which are made conscious might have more influence over how people reason than other (subconscious) 
metaphors, albeit momentarily. 
245 With that, we can understand different persuasions within a particular political order to represent 
different ways in which inhabitants of that political order relate to its foundational metaphors – how they 
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Second, a certain stickiness characterizes our cultures: it is hard to change our 

understandings of the prevalent metaphors of our cultures, let alone dislodge dominant 

metaphors in favour of ones that are currently more obscure.  In part, this can be 

attributed to the fact that these metaphors primarily operate at the level of the 

unconscious: people often do not even recognize that they have in fact assimilated and 

are considering their politics and their social relations through the structure of those 

metaphors.  However, it can also be attributed to the fact that those prevalent metaphors 

are not merely invoked as a matter of habit; they have actually become physically 

engrained – hardwired – into our brains by virtue of having been invoked with such 

frequency.  Accordingly, proponents of political friendship as conceptual metaphor deem 

it necessary to identify the (problematic) recurrent metaphors through which we 

habitually understand politics and our social relations.  As Allen observes, “Citizens 

know the deep rules of their societies by intuition and habit and [often] become expressly 

conscious of those rules only when the order they secure is disintegrating.”246 

 Third, despite the fact that our cultures are sticky, they are nonetheless not static: 

they can evolve.  This is because language shapes how we think and behave, and people 

                                                 

interpret those metaphors and, perhaps, how they suggest those metaphors should be revised or replaced.  
Along these lines, Schwarzenbach argues that the Lockean metaphor of labour mixing, whereby “the 
individual in the state of nature who originally ‘owns’ that which he has ‘mixed his labour,”245 as the basis 
of both liberalism and Marxism.  What distinguishes these two political orders, Schwarzenbach explains, is 
how that metaphor is interpreted: the liberal order renders the metaphor of labour mixing the basis of a 
politics that can only recognize “productive” activity; the Marxist order, the basis of a “free association of 
producers” where private property is abolished precisely because all workers have “mixed their labour” 
with the products on which they work collectively (Sibyl A. Schwarzenbach, “Fraternity, solidarity, and 
civic friendship,” AMITY: The Journal of Friendship Studies 3, no. 1 (2015): 7). 
246 Allen, Strangers, 11-2. 
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have some degree of control over which cultural narratives and metaphors they choose to 

invoke via language.  With that, new narratives can presumably arise through novel 

experiences, such as the interaction among cultures; and events and material 

circumstances – over which we have only limited control – may encourage us 

(consciously or unconsciously) to develop new understandings of prevalent metaphors, to 

embrace metaphors that have been previously ignored, and, even, in extreme cases, to 

discard metaphors that had previously been foundational to our cultures.  That is, 

different circumstances lead us to gravitate towards different metaphors and 

understandings of metaphors.  So, cultures can evolve through “many iterative cycles of 

building”247 among language, our habitual ways of thinking, our practices, and our 

circumstances.  The rules and dynamics of social exchange can revise themselves, and 

citizens can come to consider politics and their social relations through new metaphors.  

So, even if we currently understand politics and our social relations through problematic 

metaphors, we can, one day, come to consider politics and our social relations through 

the correct conceptual metaphor(s), properly understood. 

 This is not an undisputed point.  Some agree that metaphors underlie culture and 

political order, but express skepticism about whether those foundational metaphors can 

be replaced or revised once firmly established.  According to this alternative perspective, 

foundational political metaphors determine how political orders develop historically.  

                                                 

247 “Economist Debates: Language: Statements,” The Economist, December 22, 2010, 
http://www.economist.com/debate/days/view/628. 
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Allowed to develop unimpeded, political orders purify themselves so as to reveal their 

foundational metaphors in action.  So, the only way to remedy a problematic political 

order is to replace it completely. 

 Patrick Deneen, for instance, argues that the growing inequality and declining 

voting rates which currently plague liberal democracies represent the playing out of a 

“privatist” ideology rooted in the social contract metaphor.248  On Deneen’s account, the 

social contract is not an innocuous conceptual tool from which the legitimacy of the state 

can be derived; it is a way to separate winners from losers.  Liberal government comes 

into being in order to protect the capacity of individuals to shape their own lives through 

free and unencumbered choice; this entails the protection of any differences in property 

which may result from what James Madison calls the “diversity in the faculties of men.”  

So, Deneen concludes, it is only to be expected that, “as liberalism becomes more 

perfectly ‘itself,’” the “industrial and rational” will become perfectly segregated from the 

“querulous and contentious.” With that, it is only to be expected that people will become 

                                                 

248 Patrick Deneen, “After Liberalism: Can We Imagine a Humane, Post-Liberal Future?,” ABC Religion 
and Ethics, December 11, 2014, accessed January 21, 2017, 
http://www.abc.net.au/articles/2014/12/11/4146762.htm.  Similar to how Marx understands a given social-
political-economic order to be defined by an essentialist set of ideas (or “superstructure”) without which 
that order would no longer be that order, Deneen understands an ideology to be “a system of ideas that 
proposes a seamless political architecture, outside of which existing political arrangements are deemed to 
be illegitimate and requiring immediate reworking.”  Unlike Marx, however, Deneen is not a materialist; he 
does not maintain that those ideas which define a given social-political-economic order are reflections of 
the ideas and interests of the ruling class and, by extension, of how the means of production are organized.  
In fact, we can interpret Deneen as asserting the primacy of ideas over the material: material arrangements 
and, more broadly speaking, circumstances do not shape ideas; rather, ideas reveal themselves by shaping 
the material. 
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disconnected from public affairs – hardly citizens at all.  Inequality and public apathy 

thus comprise “the end of liberalism… in the sense of liberalism’s culmination.” 

 We have reason to reject arguments like Deneen’s, that liberalism is an 

essentialist ideology beholden to a path set forth by its foundational conceptual 

metaphor(s).  As we have seen, even though we assimilate the narratives and metaphors 

present in our surrounding cultures, these metaphors exist in tension with one another, 

and we have some degree of control over which metaphors we choose to invoke via 

language.  Moreover, new narratives and metaphors (and understandings of those 

narratives and metaphors) can arise, unexpectedly, through novel experiences, such as 

through cross-cultural communication.  This suggests that our political order can evolve 

in accordance to how much relative influence the various metaphors present in our 

culture, as well as the various interpretations of those metaphors, have over how we think 

and behave249 – that our politics and culture can undergo those aforementioned “iterative 

cycles of building.”  Liberal democracy is not an essentialist ideology, but rather a living 

tradition that can evolve at the insistence of its adherents.250  

Still, we must be humble about our capacity to identify the foundational 

metaphors of liberal democratic politics and social relations – let alone revise them.  

                                                 

249 According to this view, the development of different systems of concepts – different ways of 
understanding, consciously and unconsciously, how frames and narratives fit together – results in 
contrasting, if not conflicting, political views: different understandings of the metaphors which ground our 
(political) relationships with one another and with government (or perhaps different metaphors entirely); 
allegiances to different foundational political values; and, thus, different government policies (Lakoff, 
TPM, 44, 76ff.). 
250 For an articulation of such a conception of liberalism, see Duncan Bell, “What is Liberalism?,” Political 
Theory 42, no. 6 (2014): 683-715. 
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After all, foundational or preeminent metaphors are foundational or preeminent precisely 

because they have become “self-fulfilling prophecies”251 – repeatedly used as guides for 

future action and, thus, repeatedly reinforced.  Moreover, our understanding of and 

adherence to those metaphors evolve not just at our insistence, but also at the insistence 

of circumstances and events – frequently, in ways we cannot predict.  So, even if the 

liberal democratic political order does not have an immutable ‘essence,’ it does have a 

center of gravity that can only be moved with time, great effort, and keen perception. 

Political Friendship as Conceptual Metaphor: Thin or Thick 

We can thereby read both Allen’s and Schwarzenbach’s arguments as theories that 

(knowingly or unknowingly) harness these insights.  Both Allen and Schwarzenbach aim 

to: (1) identify the foundational conceptual metaphor(s) of liberal democratic politics and 

social relations (i.e., the metaphors by which citizens currently understand their shared 

citizenship); (2) to show why those metaphors are problematic; and (3) to supplement or 

replace those metaphors with the metaphor of political friendship. 

 In the remainder of this chapter, we shall focus on Allen’s and Schwarzenbach’s 

positive arguments for their respective understandings of the metaphor of political 

friendship.  However, given that both Allen and Schwarzenbach appeal to the metaphor 

of political friendship as a result of their negative critiques of what they believe to be the 

current foundational conceptual metaphors of the liberal democratic politics, it is worth 

noting which metaphors they specifically identify as problematic.  Allen accuses the 

                                                 

251 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors, 5-6. 
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Hobbesian metaphor of the social contract of breeding a culture of distrust and of 

motivating citizens to repress their differences, disagreements, and discontents,252 

whereas Schwarzenbach criticizes the Lockean metaphor of labour mixing for 

encouraging citizens to valorize “productive” activities to the detriment of the  “ethical 

reproductive” activities which are necessary to reproduce concrete sets of human 

relationship (more on this below).253  So, both Allen and Schwarzenbach appeal to the 

                                                 

252 Allen, Strangers, 86-7. 
253 Schwarzenbach, OCF [Book], 31-5.  Although we shall not investigate Allen’s and Schwarzenbach’s 
respective critiques of the Hobbesian social contract and the Lockean metaphor of labour mixing, it is 
worth noting two points.  First, Allen and Schwarzenbach sometimes give the impression that the 
problematic metaphors they identify are the only metaphors which have any real influence on how we 
generally understand politics and our social relations – that these metaphors monopolize our thought 
processes.  This is an ambitious claim that can be open to challenge.  Lakoff, for instance, identifies two 
different metaphors as ‘foundational’: those of the “nurturant family” and the “strict father” (Lakoff, TPM, 
76).  However, we can note that Allen and Schwarzenbach’s arguments do not rely on this more extreme 
claim.  They only need to rely on a weaker claim: perhaps the social contract and labour mixing metaphors 
are not uncontested, but they are prominent; therefore, they must be either counterbalanced or dislodged. 
 Second, Allen and Schwarzenbach’s critiques of the social contract and labour mixing metaphors 
are critiques of specific interpretations of famous accounts of these metaphors.  Specifically, Allen’s 
critique of the social contract metaphor is a critique of her interpretation of Hobbes’s understanding of the 
social contract; Schwarzenbach’s critique of labour mixing, one of her interpretation of John Locke’s 
understanding of labour mixing.  These interpretations are not necessarily uncontroversial.  In particular, 
Schwarzenbach’s interpretation of Locke is arguably overly individualistic, paying insufficient attention to 
the communal aspects of productive labour (Ruth W. Grant, “Locke’s Political Anthropology and Lockean 
Individualism,” The Journal of Politics 50(1) (1988)).  Likewise, Allen’s argument that Hobbes’s social 
contract can serve as a proxy for the entire enlightenment tradition obscures the differences which exist 
among the Hobbessian, Lockean, and Rousseauian social contracts (Schwarzenbach, OCF [Book], 31-5. 

What matters for our purposes, however, is not whether or not Allen and Schwarzenbach’s 
critiques are grounded in accurate interpretations of Hobbes’s or Locke’s thought.  Rather, what matters is 
whether or not those metaphors, as interpreted by Allen and Schwarzenbach, exist in the minds of citizens – 
less strongly stated, whether or not the intuitions implied by those interpretations of the social contract and 
labour mixing metaphors do in fact influence how citizens think and behave.  After all, just because an 
interpretation or reading is incorrect does not mean that that interpretation cannot be influential.  The fact 
that Locke’s political thought may not be hyper-individualistic has not stopped right-libertarians from 
drawing upon Locke’s thought to develop and disseminate radically individualistic notions of self-



 

158 

metaphor of political friendship because they deem political friendship more conducive 

to justice and stability than the social contract and labour mixing metaphors.  If the 

metaphor of the political friendship can somehow replace the metaphor of the social 

contract (Allen) or exist alongside the metaphor of the labour mixing as an equal 

(Schwarzenbach), then citizens have a newfound sense of trust, reciprocity, and 

inclusion. 

Beyond this agreement that liberal democracies ought to take the metaphor of 

political friendship more seriously, however, Allen’s and Schwarzenbach’s arguments 

diverge in significant ways.  Specifically, Allen and Schwarzenbach offer different 

accounts of the metaphor of political friendship.  The primary difference among these 

accounts concerns their thickness: to what degree does the metaphor imply a specific 

conception of what liberal democratic justice looks like?   

Allen’s account is an example of a thin understanding of the metaphor.  It only 

implies a specific conception of justice insofar as that conception can allow citizens to 

manage their differences and disagreements in a democratic manner.  Specifically, 

Allen’s understanding of the metaphor of political friendship aims to transform pleonexia 

into equity.  Pleonexia simply means “‘wanting more than’ – more than someone else, 

more than what one deserves, more than is consistent with concord….”254  Friendship can 

broadly be understood as a relationship where people share a sense of equity: they 

                                                 

ownership – notably, the idea that taxation amounts to theft or forced labour (E.g., Robert Nozick, Anarchy, 
State, and Utopia (United Staes of America: Basic Books, Inc., 1974). 
254 Allen, Strangers, 126. 
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autonomously consent to limits on their own agency within the context of the relationship 

– to receive smaller shares than they otherwise would receive.  Friends can do this 

because they have experienced a transformation in how they understand their self-

interests from rivalrous to equitable; they no longer pursue their interests without regard 

for how those pursuits affect others, but rather treat the good of others as part of their 

own interests.255  

 Since there are different sorts of circumstances where the problem of pleonexia 

may arise, there are also different sorts of friendship.  Political friendship is the sort of 

friendship where citizens treat one another equitably despite being strangers: when 

people understand their shared citizenship as a form of friendship, they become willing to 

share power.  More than a willingness to compensate one another with money and 

recognition or a willingness to lose out in some public decisions, political friendship 

consists of a willingness to make oneself vulnerable to others and to ask them for 

favours.  Citizens must be political friends for the polity to sustain itself, Allen continues, 

because the law alone cannot resolve the problem of pleonexia.  If citizens simply pursue 

their unrestrained self-interests, then the trust that supports political bonds will inevitably 

fray, and citizens will become incapable of viewing their contributions to the polity as 

part of their respective self-interests.256 

                                                 

255 Allen, Strangers, 132-4. 
256 Allen, Strangers, 135-7.  
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 What the metaphor of political friendship allows for, in other words, is the 

development of “habits of trust production” and the generation of a “culture of trust.” 257  

Political friendship facilitates a shift in how citizens conceive of the body politic258 from 

“oneness”259 to “wholeness”: 

A speaker cannot use the word “one” to mean multiplicity, but the word “whole” 
entails just that.  The effort to make the people “one” cultivates in the citizenry a 
desire for homogeneity, for that is the aspiration taught to citizens by the meaning 
of the word “one,” itself.  In contrast, an effort to make people “whole” might 
cultivate an aspiration to the coherence and integrity of a consolidated but 
complex, intricate, and differentiated body.260 

When a political body is whole, citizens no longer suppress and ignore their 

disagreements, discontents, and mutual sacrifices.  Instead, they pay attention to one 

another and pursue a mutual accommodation of their differences through an equitable 

distribution of sacrifice.  They voluntarily make sacrifices and insist that no one citizen or 

group of citizens regularly perform sacrifices for the sake of the rest: “… the category of 

victim [is reduced] to insignificance… democratic sacrifice opens a covenant so that 

those who benefit from a sacrifice see themselves as recipients of a gift that they must not 

only honor but also reciprocate.”261 

 Schwarzenbach’s account, in contrast, is an example of a thick understanding of 

the metaphor.  Not only does it imply a particular conception of justice that goes beyond 

                                                 

257 Allen, Strangers, 84. 
258 Note that the body politic is also a political metaphor. 
259 Allen identifies the metaphor of the social contract to be the source of this sense of ‘oneness.’ 
260 Allen, Strangers, 17.  
261 Allen, Strangers, 111. 
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the management of difference and disagreement; it also implies a particular 

understanding of how citizens must think and behave in order to sustain that conception 

of justice.  Schwarzenbach’s understanding of the metaphor of political friendship 

promises to infuse society with the “ethical reproductive” mindset and activities required 

of “genuine” justice.  Ethical reproduction consists of the rational and moral activities 

required to reproduce a concrete set of human relationships.262  Such activities reproduce 

flourishing relationships and persons as ends in themselves.  They involve providing 

long-term care in a manner directed by practical wisdom – nurturing and educating 

proper emotional responses – for the telos of reproducing “another self.”263  When people 

perform ethical reproductive activities, they share in philia – relationships that involve 

mutual good will and trust, a reciprocal wishing friends well for their own sakes, and a 

practical doing of things for them.  Schwarzenbach maintains that the relationship 

between the traditional mother and her child exemplifies the performance of ethical 

reproduction.   The virtuous mother aims to reproduce a relationship with her child as an 

end in itself, for the good of the child. 

 The promise of the metaphor of political friendship, for Schwarzenbach, thereby 

lies in the fact that it replicates at the level of the state the sort of ethical reproduction 

exemplified by the mother-child relationship.  Similar to how a mother reproduces the 

“ethical” personal relations required to raise a child, citizens who are political friends 

                                                 

262 Schwarzenbach, OCF, 31-2. 
263 Schwarzenbach, OCF, 39. 
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share mutual good will and trust, wish one another well for their own sake, and 

practically do things for one another.  Importantly, for Schwarzenbach, citizens do all this 

without knowing one another personally.  What matters is that ethical reproduction is 

“embodied in public institutions and laws, which in turn educate and encourage others to 

similar behaviour… [and] are willingly implied in the everyday habits of the 

citizenry.”264  So, citizens “like” one another by abstaining from prejudice, by cultivating 

a concern for the welfare of fellow citizens as a matter of civic duty, and by developing 

as accurate an understanding of the history, customs, general standards of living, etc. of 

the population as is possible.  Likewise, they “practica[ly] do” things for one another – 

for example, by willingly aiding citizens who are in need and by not opposing high tax 

rates.265 

 What this implies, Schwarzenbach argues, is the possibility of a truly sustainable 

liberal democratic state imbued with what some have called a politics of care.266  This 

just state is not simply characterized by things like a “viable conception of a free and 

socialist property… in liberal democratic terms…”267; it is also characterized by citizens 

who are willing and able to perform the ethical reproductive activities necessary to 

                                                 

264 Schwarzenbach, OCF, 61. 
265 Schwarzenbach, OCF, 62.  
266 Note, however, that Schwarzenbach distinguishes her politics of care from that envisioned by the likes 
of Nel Noddings, Michael Slate, and Carol Gilligan.  Schwarzenbach charges these thinkers of “avoiding 
all principle”– of juxtaposing “caring” with the “rational.”  In order to care or for the practice of philia to 
be extended into the public realm, Schwarzenbach maintains, they must be infused with principle – 
reflection, discussion, theorizing: “the new state must be one ideally based on better reasoned principle and 
on the educated emotional capacity of or a flexible public care or civic friendship (Schwarzenbach, OCF 
[Book], 244). 
267 Schwarzenbach, OCF, 164. 
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reproduce flourishing political relations.  Justice is thereby rendered “genuine,” and 

society, stable: “… justice by means of force (a fair distribution, but imposed on parties 

unwillingly) is an inferior sort of justice to an arrangement willingly acknowledged… 

[for] the former breeds resentment, misunderstanding, distrust, and ill will… [and] is 

unstable over time…”268 

 We therefore can see how accounts of the metaphor like Schwarzenbach’s are 

thicker than accounts like Allen’s.  Allen’s leaves substantive questions about the content 

of justice unanswered, promising to enhance citizens’ capacity to live and cooperate with 

one another in spite of their differences and disagreements.  Schwarzenbach’s account, in 

contrast, promises to refashion the state as one defined by a politics of care.  Moreover, it 

promises to transform citizens into the sorts of people who can and will do what it takes 

to sustain that particular conception of justice. 

The Pitfalls of the Thick 

It seems prima facie that we should prefer a thicker account of the metaphor of political 

friendship like Schwarzenbach’s.  These versions of the metaphor promise to remove 

questions of justice from the arena of contestation.  Not only that: they promise to render 

citizens the sorts of citizens who will do what it takes to sustain justice.  Thinner versions 

of the metaphor like Allen’s, in contrast, leave the problem of political contestation 

unresolved, promising instead to motivate citizens to manage difference and 

disagreement equitably.  Indeed, the stability Allenian political friendship offers appears 
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more contingent, and the demands it places on citizens, more rigorous.  Rather than 

motivate citizens who have been preconditioned to care for one another, Allenian 

political friendship attempts to motivate citizens who disagree with one another and who 

might not care about one another to perform sacrifices for one another. 

Yet there is good reason to believe that it is preferable to pursue a thinner version 

of the metaphor.  Now, it might be tempting to dismiss Schwarzenbach’s theory on the 

grounds that the politics of care it implies is hierarchical – contrary to the fundamental 

moral egalitarianism of liberal democracy.  After all, Schwarzenbach’s construes the 

relationship between mother and child, a relationship (initially) defined by deep 

dependency, as exemplifying ethical reproduction.  So, according to this critique, if 

Schwarzenbachian political friendship is modelled on the (initially) hierarchical mother-

child relationship, then it seems that to ground liberal democratic society in political 

friendship would be to condemn it to systemic hierarchy.  Schwarzenbach manages to 

escape this objection, however, because she actually does not ground her genuinely just 

society and understanding of political friendship in the mother-child model.  Even though 

the mother-child relationship does exemplify the ethical reproduction that characterizes 

friendship generally, Schwarzenbach insists that it is in fact just “a special subset of 

friendship… particularly ‘thick’ and extreme.”269  So, political friendship, according to 

Schwarzenbach, should not be considered a ‘scaled-up’ version of the mother-child 

relationship.  She appeals to the mother-child relationship to elucidate what she believes 
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to be the core of friendship, but denies it a foundational role in her theory of political 

friendship.270 

The reasons why we should dismiss Schwarzenbach’s proposal therefore lie 

elsewhere.  First, as a matter of strategy, the thicker the metaphor, the more likely its 

installation will be subject to prolonged contestation.  This is because the more specific 

or substantive the metaphor becomes, the more likely it will become viewed as the 

embodiment of a particular political persuasion, beyond that which is shared by all who 

are committed to liberal democracy.  As a result, the ideal society implied by the 

metaphor becomes more elusive.  Having citizens agree on a specific social, economic, 

and political institutional arrangement is hard enough; accounts of the metaphor like 

Schwarzenbach’s also demand a convergence of reasoning and of political dispositions, 

for only when citizens accept the conception of justice implied by the metaphor of 

political friendship can they perform the activities necessary to realize genuine justice.  

The effort to instill the metaphor of political friendship so conceived risks arousing 

controversy from the onset, thereby making it difficult to have the metaphor even instill a 

sense of trust. 271 

                                                 

270 She does so for a variety of moral egalitarian reasons: the inequality present in the mother-child 
relationship, grounded in biology, “ought to diminish in importance when we turn to the political domain of 
right… [where] the political realm is ideally conceived as the most reasonable attempt ever undertaken to 
rectify the inequalities and arbitrariness of the natural lottery…”; all members of a political community 
should be included in political friendship, so political friendship ought to consist of a moral-political 
connection rather than a biological connection; glorifying the extreme dependency of motherhood 
heightens the possibility of abuse – oppression (Schwarzenbach, OCF [Book], 212-3.). 
271 Incidentally, this reason for why Schwarzenbach’s proposal is problematic is the same reason for why it 
is more attractive than other forms of the politics of care.  For example, Michael Ignatieff argues that the 
welfare state, which can be construed in terms of a politics of care, has failed to provide an adequate sense 
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This might be a surprising conclusion.  After all, given that the politics of care 

and its institutional arrangements are, on Schwarzenbach’s account, consequences of the 

metaphor of political friendship, it is not unreasonable to think that the reorganization of 

society into one where the politics of care reigns supreme will not destabilize, so long as 

citizens accept the metaphor; it is not unreasonable to think that the politics of care will 

simply follow.   Things, however, are not so simple.  This is because the metaphor of 

political friendship would have to be instilled in social conditions where competing 

metaphors are present.  People may, as a result, resist the effort to instill the metaphor of 

political friendship, either because they judge the conception of citizenship implied by 

the metaphor to be undesirable or because they deem the metaphor’s institutional 

                                                 

of togetherness.  Centrally, this has been the case because the welfare state only promises a mediated sort 
of relationship where “…they [the poor] confer entitlement-rights-to the resources of people like me… 
[thereby] establish[ing] a silent relation between us… The radiated quality of our relationship seems 
necessary to both of us.  They are dependent on the state, not upon me, and we are both glad of it.  Yet I am 
also aware of how the mediation walls us off from each other.  We are responsible for each other, but we 
are not responsible to each other (Michael Ignatieff, The Need of Strangers (New York: Picador, 1984), 10. 
[Ignatieff, Strangers, 10.]).”  More than this: the welfare state has not been able to provide us with the 
language necessary for us to be able to articulate our “need for belonging” or togetherness.  The way we 
speak of belonging and togetherness within the welfare state, Ignatieff explains, remains soaked in 
nostalgia – expressive of a past time when belonging was permanent and our sense of togetherness, 
personal, rather than our present of our present conditions, defined by transience and unfamiliarity.  
“Language which has ceased to express felt needs,” Ignatieff observes, “is empty rhetoric… [thus raising 
the question of] whether we genuinely share these commitments or are simply mouthing the platitudes 
which are their sign (Ignatieff, Strangers, 138).”  Therefore, adopting Ignatieff’s vocabulary, we can say 
that Schwarzenbach’s liberal politics of care aims to succeed where its relatives have failed by providing a 
language with which we can express our need for belonging and togetherness – a new language to ground 
the state, both “narrow” and “proper”: that of political friendship as ethical reproduction.  When the moral 
language of the traditional woman informs both formal state institutions and our shared customs, manners, 
and moral consciousness as citizens, our need for belonging and togetherness finds expression – and, thus, 
the risk that we will become “strangers to our better selves” abates: for “without a public language to help 
find our words, our needs will dry up in silence (Ignatieff, Strangers, 142).” 



 

167 

implications unjust or unworkable.  In short, even though they implicitly promise to 

produce trust, thicker versions of the metaphor implicitly present trust production and the 

politics of care which follows as one package; they do not pursue a politics of care on top 

of a previously established or independently derived foundation of trust.  So, the effort to 

instill a thick metaphor of political friendship would likely serve to destabilize. 

This is a danger that Schwarzenbach herself implicitly acknowledges.  Prior to 

presenting her argument for political friendship, Schwarzenbach identifies a particular 

interpretation of the Lockean labour mixing metaphor as the source of liberal democratic 

distrust.  This metaphor, according to Schwarzenbach, advances an understanding of 

labour as “productive”: by “adding” value to an object – by improving it – one removes 

that object from the state of nature for oneself.272  A politics based wholly on production, 

Schwarzenbach maintains, cannot adequately address the problem at hand because it can 

only value activities that transform external things; it cannot recognize the importance of 

ethical reproduction.  Nonetheless, she presents her position as a moderate position that 

does not aim to jettison the labour mixing metaphor:  “Locke’s mixing metaphor must 

once and for all be dethroned… By dethroning the metaphor, I mean diminishing its 

importance, displacing it as the primary frame by which we view most problems.”273  So, 

Schwarzenbach construes the genuinely just state as one where citizens merely consider 

politics and their social relations partly through the lens of political friendship, alongside 
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other metaphors.  She seems intent on narrowing the threat opponents of a politics of care 

might feel when confronted by her proposal. 

 I maintain, however, that this compromise Schwarzenbach proposes cannot be 

sustained: the genuine justice for which Schwarzenbach yearns can neither be realized 

nor sustained when the two metaphors in question, so understood, are allowed to coexist 

as equals.  This is because the two metaphors pull people in opposing directions.  

Genuine justice can only be realized when citizens accept the burdens of justice.  So, 

citizens must accept the institutional arrangements of a re-conceptualized market 

socialist, liberal democratic state as just, and they must do what is necessary to maintain 

those institutional arrangements.  However, if these institutional arrangements are indeed 

the consequences of the metaphor of political friendship, then how can the labour mixing 

metaphor and the ethics of production which follow not be understood as threats to 

genuine justice?  After all, on Schwarzenbach’s own account, the labour mixing 

metaphor has long motivated people not only to ignore the vital role ethical reproduction 

plays in sustaining the liberal democratic state, but also to devalue such activity as 

unproductive.  So, Schwarzenbach’s compromise cannot hold because genuine justice 

can only admit one foundational metaphor.  If both metaphors enjoy equal influence, then 

there will always be the possibility that citizens will reject the demands of justice. 

This leads us to a second – and perhaps, more serious – reason for why we should 

not pursue a thick version of the metaphor like Schwarzenbach’s: it aspires towards an 

apolitical state of affairs.  We have just seen that even though Schwarzenbach argues to 

the contrary, her conception of genuine justice can only be realized when citizens 
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conceive of politics through the lens of the correct foundational metaphor.  Only so can 

citizens become the sorts of citizens who have the capacity and disposition to support the 

just state.  This means that the genuinely just state is apolitical: it demands total 

consensus on what the just state looks like.  If one does not accept that vision of justice, 

then one will lack the disposition to perform ethical reproductive activities.  He/she may 

even denounce such activity as unproductive rather than as reproductive. 

Barring a psychic transformation comparable to that which Karl Marx believes 

would take place during the transformation of capitalism to communism, however, it is 

unlikely that such an apolitical state of affairs can ever be realized.  Citizens will continue 

to disagree about the contents of justice, and not everyone will have the capacity and/or 

inclination to do what is required of Schwarzenbach’s genuine justice.  This probability 

points towards two possibilities: either genuine justice will simply fail to be realized; or 

more perniciously, the formal state will operate as if genuine justice has been achieved – 

as if politics has been transcended – when it in fact has not.  The second of these 

possibilities is particularly dangerous because it effectively means that Schwarzenbach’s 

just state will realize itself as an ethically integrated, self-contained, and non-pluralistic 

social unity that exists to further a comprehensive religious, philosophical, or moral 

doctrine – as a community  that cannot deal with dissent or disagreement in a liberal 

democratic manner.274  In Mark Warren’s words, “A strong community is constituted in 

such a way that its practices and traditions are securely interconnected with its social 

                                                 

274 Rawls, PL, 37. 



 

170 

functions, which are in turn closely integrated with its members’ identities.  When 

expressed, dissent too easily evokes threat, which in turn provokes repression.”275  The 

worry, therefore, is that Schwarzenbach’s state will resort to repression in order to 

maintain a façade of genuine justice. 

Now, it is the case that Schwarzenbach’s genuinely just society does not conform 

exactly to this understanding of community.  Her just society, after all, maintains a basic 

commitment to liberal democracy, so it is not organized for the sake of furthering a 

particular shared identity or comprehensive doctrine.  Nonetheless, her genuinely just 

society does not simply demand that citizens accept the vision of justice it embodies; it 

also demands that citizens have the capacity and/or dispositions to perform the robust set 

of activities required to sustain genuine justice.  Even if it is not organized around a 

specific identity or conception of the good, Schwarzenbach’s genuinely just society 

places such steep normative demands and constraints on how people must think and 

behave that it renders itself an ethically integrated and self-contained unity. 

 It, of course, can be argued that Schwarzenbach’s just state, as a liberal 

democratic state, would never tolerate such repression.  Indeed, even if such repression 

were to succeed in realizing justice, that justice could not be considered “genuine,” for 

genuine justice cannot be imposed.  This self-restraint, however, gives us all the more 

reason to be skeptical of Schwarzenbach’s vision.  This is because Schwarzenbach’s state 

would then reveal itself to be a sort of weak community that, on the one hand, construes 
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dissent against its foundational conception of justice as a hindrance to genuine justice, 

yet, on the other, is unwilling to do what it takes to get those dissenters on board – as 

would a strong community.  Schwarzenbach’s vision therefore faces an unbearable 

dilemma: it must resign itself to the likelihood that it will never be realized, or it must 

relinquish its liberal democratic credentials.276 

The Promise of the Thin 

We therefore have negative reasons for why we should pursue a thinner version of the 

metaphor of political friendship like Allen’s that more modestly promises to enhance the 

capacity of citizens who adhere to a plurality of conceptions of justice, comprehensive 

doctrines, identities, etc. to manage their differences and disagreements equitably.  As it 

would imply a thinner conception of liberal democratic justice, the metaphor so 

understood would arouse less contestation because it would more likely be deemed 

acceptable and/or necessary by a broader range of political persuasions, interests, 

identities, etc..  Moreover, as it would neither promise nor depend on the realization of an 

apolitical state of affairs, the thin metaphor would less likely devolve into a de facto 

community. 

                                                 

276 It is, however, possible that the weakness of such a community, relative to a strong community, is in fact 
not a weakness, for it is unclear whether or not a strong community so understood would be capable of 
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“if it is not fully, frequently, and fearlessly discussed, it will be held as dead dogma, not a living truth (John 
Stuart Mill, On Liberty, ed. Elizabeth Rapaport (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 1978), 
34.).” 
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There are, however, also positive (and, indeed, more important) reasons for why 

we should pursue a thinner understanding of the metaphor.  A thin metaphor of political 

friendship facilitates justice.  It motivates citizens to pay attention to the differences and 

disagreements that exist among them; indeed, it motivates citizens to express themselves 

to one another – to articulate, rather than suppress, their distinct voices and 

perspectives.277  As a result, the adoption of a thin metaphor by citizens decreases the 

likelihood that privileged citizens will (continue to) construct social hierarchies and, more 

fundamentally, modalities of truth which deny the coherence, legitimacy, and rationality 

of the oppressed.278  With that, it decreases the likelihood that the oppressed or 

underprivileged will deem it necessary to compel the privileged to stop ignoring their 

perspectives through forceful demands of recognition, for the privileged will have 

become the sorts of people who are predisposed to pay attention to their fellow citizens 

and to pursue a mutual accommodation of their disagreements and differences. 

A thinner metaphor of political friendship therefore also promises a more stable 

society.  First, by encouraging citizens to express their distinct voices and perspectives – 

in particular, for the oppressed or underprivileged to make themselves heard – a thin 

metaphor reduces the general sense that citizens live in seemingly distinct social worlds; 

this decreases the likelihood that citizens will deem it necessary to resort to extreme 
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measures to rectify perceived injustices – the likelihood that disagreement and difference, 

by virtue of having been suppressed, will explode.  Second, by rendering citizens – in 

particular, the privileged – the sorts of people who pay attention to one another and who 

pursue a mutual accommodation, a thin metaphor reduces the likelihood that the 

expression of those disagreements and differences will devolve into a de facto war.  As a 

result, a thin metaphor of political friendship generates a foundation of trust on top of 

which citizens can pursue their respective interests and conceptions of justice.  Indeed, I 

maintain that such a metaphor enhances the possibility of deliberative democracy. 

Now, Allen does construe her theory of political friendship to be an alternative to 

deliberative democracy.  Specifically, she accuses the theory of communicative action 

that grounds Habermas’s model of deliberative democracy of failing to take the need to 

generate trust seriously.  Communicative action aims to facilitate consensus through 

certain speech techniques: (1) the presentation of arguments in terms of universal 

principles rather than of interest; (2) the lack of rhetoric or appeals to emotions; and (3) 

the mutual, well-intentioned offering of reciprocal recognition.  On Allen’s account, 

Habermas’s model does not provide an account of how to generate the trust required to 

offer reciprocal recognition; he simply presupposes it.  If trust production cannot be taken 

for granted, then Habermas’s theory collapses: “As soon as one begins to take trust and 

distrust seriously, and to ask how trust can be generated, one realizes that reason, interest, 

and emotion cannot be entirely disentangled.”279  That is, Habermasian deliberative 
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democracy is not merely damned as a source of trust and stability; it is also damned as a 

model that can be used to assess practice. 

 More recent accounts of deliberative democracy, however, abandon the goal of 

unanimity, opting instead to accommodate seemingly non-deliberative notions like 

interest, power, and compromise.  What matters for deliberative democracy, according to 

these accounts, is that all practices “be justified deliberatively at some point… [and] 

remain open to deliberative challenge at any point [emphasis added]…”280 – not that all 

practices be deliberative.  So, the goal of deliberative democracy is the lack of coercive 

forms of communicative agreement.  Political actors may deal in self-interest, and they 

may reach agreements that fall short of consensus; they may also agree on single 

outcomes for different reasons, discover “win-win” solutions, and reach fairly conducted 

compromises.281  With that, deliberative democracy can appreciate the potential 

contributions of non-deliberative practices – some of which may be explicitly 

competitive in character (e.g., elections). 

Allenian political friendship can therefore potentially provide the foundational 

relations of citizenship necessary to realize deliberative democracy.  By abandoning its 

former insistence on unanimity, deliberative democracy no longer takes trust-production 

for granted: it no longer aspires to be an ‘ideal speech condition.’  So, it can recognize the 
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importance of political friendship and, potentially, incorporate the techniques involved 

with political friendship: not just logical argument, but also the activities that will help 

transform pleonexia into equity – the display of character and the non-coercive 

engagement of the emotions of listeners.282  

If it cannot ensure such a deliberative democracy, then thin versions of the 

metaphor of political friendship can potentially mitigate against the possibility that 

political adversaries will transform into enemies.  In Michael Ignatieff’s words, 

An adversary has to be defeated, while an enemy must be destroyed.  You cannot 
compromise with enemies.  With adversaries compromise is possible… 
Democracy depends on persuasion, on the idea that you might be able to win over 
an adversary today and turn him or her into an ally tomorrow… One of 
democracy’s crucial functions… [is] to keep adversaries from becoming 
enemies… [when we] have the politics of enemies… politics is modelled as war 
itself… [and is no longer] alternative to it [war].283 

Adversaries who are Allenian political friends would converse, bargain, and compete 

with an ethic of equity.  In other words, the thin metaphor promises at a minimum to 

reverse the extreme political partisanship and social divisions that increasingly engulf 

advanced liberal democratic societies.  Political actors would understand their interests 

not as dramatically opposed in a zero-sum struggle, but rather as broadly mutually 

                                                 

282 Allen, Strangers, 144ff.  Allenian political friendship aims to foster trust without overcoming difference.  
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constitutive.  So, they would refrain from casting their opponents as unpatriotic or from 

criminalizing their political differences and corrupting the rule of law in the process.  

Likewise, they would recognize that it is sometimes necessary to forgo their respective, 

immediate self-interests for the sake of their shared, long-term interests.  Citizens at large 

would no longer view ‘others’ as threats – as ethnic enemies, cultural enemies,  economic 

enemies, or even political enemies.  

 Of course, thin versions of the metaphor can only have a chance of doing any of 

this if citizens actually practice political friendship.  To merely think in terms of political 

friendship is only to have the germ of a disposition to behave as political friends.  

Citizens do not need to practice political friendship with each and every one of their 

fellow citizens, but they must organize their lives so that their everyday experiences 

embody the spirit of political friendship and so that they can observe at least some of 

their flesh-and-blood citizens acting “as if they were friends.”284  Only so can a “culture 

of trust” emerge, for only so can they develop a general sense that their fellow citizens 

tend to also behave as political friends; only so will they be willing to continue behaving 

like political friends even if they observe some of their fellow citizens shirking their civic 

responsibilities and acting ways contrary to the spirit of political friendship. 

If the belief of political friendship is unmatched by the actual practice of political 

friendship, then political friendship cannot generate trust and stability because people will 

not actually be paying attention to one another – certainly not enough to reach a fair 
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accommodation of their differences through mutual sacrifice.  Rather, they will 

effectively be managing their differences and disagreements through mutual indifference.  

What this would amount to is a relapse into a state of affairs reminiscent of that where the 

conception of the political body as one rather than as whole reigns supreme.  Here, 

citizens might in principle accept the need for equity, but in practice ignore the inequities 

which separate them.  Even worse: they might believe that equity characterizes their 

social relations when the evidence proves otherwise.  In short, in order for Allenian 

political friendship to be sustained, belief must not diverge drastically from practice.285 

The Need for Something More 

There is reason to believe, however, that thin versions of the metaphor of political 

friendship like Allen’s can only fulfill their promise and serve as the foundation of an 

unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability if they are combined with 

other political theoretical resources.  In the case of Allen’s understanding, the metaphor 

cannot guarantee by itself that citizens will actually be committed to liberal democracy.  

Moreover, it cannot ensure by itself that citizens who do think in terms of political 

friendship will practice political friendship in a manner that ensures that its effects 

encompass the entirety of the polity in question – in a manner that will, in fact, generate 

stability.  In other words, a thin version of political friendship as conceptual metaphor 

must be pursued as one component of a broader understanding of political friendship. 
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First, a thin metaphor of political friendship must be pursued alongside additional 

resources to ensure that citizens actually remain committed to liberal democracy.  This is 

because it does not necessarily follow from the fact that citizens consider one another 

through a thin metaphor of political friendship that they will understand politics in liberal 

democratic terms; the commitment to equity required by an Allenian sort of political 

friendship does not necessitate a commitment to liberal democracy.  Again, such political 

friendship transforms pleonexia into equity.  Political friends make mutual sacrifices and 

share power.  Trust and stability are produced by virtue of the fact that no single 

individual or group will lose out repeatedly.   

Now, it is the case that Allen characterizes the ritual of self-sacrifice and power 

sharing to be “preeminent” democratic rituals.  Allen argues that this is the case because 

democracies are “supposed to rest on consent and open access to happiness for their 

citizens.”  So, in order to secure that consent, sacrifice must be distributed in a manner 

that ensures that “those people who benefit less than others from particular political 

decisions… nonetheless accede to those decisions…”286 Therefore, power-sharing is 

especially democratic because it takes the need to share in sacrifice seriously: when 

citizens share power, they “not only befriend others, making sacrifices for them; they are 

also willing to ask those others for favors.”287 

                                                 

286 Allen, Strangers, 28-9. 
287 Allen, Strangers, 134.  



 

179 

It does not follow from the fact that power sharing is particularly democratic, 

however, that the principle of equity must be as well.  Indeed, we can note that non-

democratic actors have frequently recognized, however reluctantly, that the burdens of 

sacrifice must be spread somewhat equitably, if there is to be a workable degree of 

stability.  Otto von Bismark’s Staatssozialismus (State Socialism) is an example of this.  

Certainly, he implemented this basic social welfare state in late 1880s Germany for 

reasons of realpolitik (namely, to blunt the appeal of the Social Democratic Party), and he 

did not go so far as to “share power.”  Yet his motives do not detract from the implicit 

recognition that the stability of society, as well as of his rule, would be jeopardized when 

the poor are forced to sacrifice beyond tolerable levels of disproportionality.  Similarly, 

Singapore’s ruling People’s Action Party (PAP) has long maintained a policy of racial 

equity within an authoritarian framework.  With the country’s population split among 

ethnic Chinese (74%), Malays/Javanese (13%), Indians (9%), and Eurasians/Europeans, 

the PAP has enacted policies of social engineering to prevent any ethnic group from 

feeling like it performs disproportionate sacrifices and does not receive its proper due.288  

More than mandate that public housing blocks reflect Singapore’s ethnic composition,289 

the PAP has made limited gestures towards power sharing: some parliamentary 

representatives are explicitly selected on the basis of ethnicity, and a recent decree 
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mandates that presidential elections be reserved for certain ethnic groups if no one from 

those ethnic groups has served as president within the past five terms.290 

 Just as non-democrats acknowledge the need for some equity of treatment, so too 

can they have their own forms of Allenian political friendship whereby they promote 

policies of equitable treatment out of a genuine commitment to equity as a matter of 

principle, within hierarchical contexts.  Alexis de Tocqueville’s idealized portrait of the 

aristocratic age is an example of this.  Aristocrats benevolently cared for their subjects as 

shepherds care for their sheep, and their subjects in turn felt a sense of duty to obey.291  

Even though they stood above their subjects, Tocqueville’s aristocrats, we can say, 

incorporated the good of their subjects into their self-interests because they understood 

the hierarchical relations they shared with their subjects to be natural.  They did not 

distinguish between their individual self-interests and the interests of their communities, 

for they did not conceive of themselves as standing apart from their communities in the 

first place. 

Certainly, the robust sort of power sharing Allen maintains is vital to political 

friendship is absent here.  Yet power sharing is ultimately not the defining characteristic 

of this understanding of political friendship; equity is.  Power sharing is simply the means 

Allen deems necessary to pursue equity.  So, even though the means of power sharing 
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may be uniquely democratic, the end of equity is not.  There may therefore be 

circumstances where people deem robust power sharing less capable of fostering equity, 

cooperation, and stability than alternative means – notably, less capable than the guidance 

of an enlightened dictator or of a prudent, authoritarian-paternalistic government, 

unobstructed by the built-in inefficiencies of democratic deliberation.  One can protest 

that these alternatives are less effective at fostering equity than power sharing, but that is 

an empirical question rather than one concerning how political friendship is defined.  

Citizens who are committed to equity can reject liberal democracy.  Allenian political 

friendship can be shared by people who reject the fundamental moral equality 

presupposed by liberal democracy.  So, thin metaphors of political friendship must be 

coupled with some other political theoretical resource that can ensure that citizens pursue 

equity in a liberal democratic manner.  By themselves, thin metaphors are conducive to 

stability and, perhaps, even to the rectification of some forms of oppression, but not 

necessarily to liberal democracy. 

Now, this does not mean that the thin metaphor of political friendship should not 

play a role in securing an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability.  

Indeed, I shall argue in the final chapter that the thin metaphor of political friendship 

should indeed play such a role.  Rather, it is to say that some additional resource is 

needed to ensure that citizens practice equity in a manner consistent with liberal 

democratic ideals.  Any source of stability in liberal democratic societies can only be 

deemed adequate if it fosters stability and helps to consolidate the foundational liberal 
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democratic character of those societies; Allenian political friendship is conducive to the 

former, but not necessarily to the latter. 

 Second, in order for a thin metaphor of political friendship like Allen’s to have a 

chance of securing an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability, it 

must be pursued on top of a more fundamental, inclusive sense of togetherness.  Rooted 

in a sense of common membership, this basic sense of togetherness is required to 

motivate citizens who conceive of politics and their social relations through the metaphor 

so understood to practice political friendship across societal cleavages.  If this does not 

occur, then the sense of equity and trust generated by the thin metaphor will not span the 

entirety of the polity, and the cultivation of both a general sense of trust and stability will 

thereby be in jeopardy. 

As we have seen, Allenian political friendship promises to cultivate trust by 

transforming pleonexia among strangers into equity.  In order for this understanding of 

the metaphor to generate widespread trust and stability, however, citizens must not 

simply be equipped with the mindset of political friendship.  Nor can they simply practice 

Allenian political friendship with strangers whom they happen to come across.  Rather, 

citizens must regularly practice political friendship with a subset of the citizenry that can 

plausibly be described as representative of the citizenry as a whole.  The reason for this 

is simple.  If citizens practice Allenian political friendship with an unrepresentative 

subset, then the transformation of pleonexia into equity they experience will likely not 

encompass the entirety of the polity.  That is, the individual citizen’s self-interest will not 

incorporate the wellbeing and good of all citizens; it will only incorporate the good of 
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citizens who are represented by those with whom he/she has actually practiced political 

friendship.  To use Allen’s example of racial equity: if white Americans practice political 

friendship with one another, but not with black Americans, then whites will only 

incorporate the good of fellow whites into their self-interests; their self-interests will 

exclude the good of blacks.  Under this scenario, any trust that the practice of Allenian 

political friendship generates will not exist at the level of society per se, but rather at the 

level of their respective subgroups.  The ethic of equity Allenian political friendship 

generates, in other words, will not extend across societal cleavages – racial, ethnic, 

religious, cultural, economic, and/or political.292  Therefore, in order for Allenian 

political friendship to generate trust and stability, citizens must not simply practice 

political friendship with those they happen to come across – those with whom they likely 

share much in common; citizens must also seek out opportunities to practice political 

friendship with fellow citizens they would otherwise seldom come across, if ever. 

The question thus emerges: would citizens act as Allenian political friends with 

all sorts of fellow citizens – not just those they happen to come across – if they lack a 

more basic, inclusive sense of togetherness, rooted in their common membership in the 

same polity?  I submit that they likely would not.  In order for citizens en masse to 

                                                 

292 This explains why some describe political friendship, so understood, to be a mindset that should be 
adopted by people who wish to join together in common action – perhaps, to destabilize in the name of 
justice – rather than as one that must be adopted to sustain a polity.  Çigdem Çidam, for instance, argues 
that Turks employed such techniques of political friendship to manage their disagreements and to reach 
collective decisions during the 2013 Gezi Park protests.  See Çigdem Çidam, “Unruly Practices: Gezi 
Protests and the Politics of Friendship,” New Political Science 39(3). 
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practice an Allenian political friendship that extends across societal cleavages, they must 

share this more basic sense of togetherness – in what some call “bounded solidarity.”293 

We can see why this is the case by considering how citizens who lack this basic sense of 

togetherness would practice Allenian political friendship.  Such citizens could be said to 

initially share in a “community of fate.”  In such a community, citizens do not share a 

sense of common identity or unity.  They are akin to moral strangers294 who merely feel 

that they depend on one another to survive and prosper – not unlike how occupants on a 

lifeboat might feel when stranded in the middle of the ocean.295  Against this backdrop, 

citizens might, over time, be moved to develop a sense of Allenian political friendship.  

At first, they might to do so out of a recognition that some degree of equity is required to 

prevent anyone from growing disgruntled – from feeling that he/she shoulders a 

disproportionate share of the burden or that his/her troubles serve as preconditions for the 

survival and flourishing of the rest.  Eventually, they might do so out of a genuine 

incorporation of the good of others into their respective self-interest. 

It does not follow, however, that such citizens would seek out opportunities to 

practice Allenian political friendship with fellow citizens they would otherwise seldom 

come across.  This is because it is more appropriate to speak of communities of fate than 

                                                 

293 Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka, “Introduction” in The Strains of Commitment, ed. Keith Banting and 
Will Kymlicka (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 3-6. 
294 Jacob T. Levy, “Against Fraternity: Democracy without Solidarity” The Strains of Commitment, ed. 
Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 108. 
295 David Miller, “Solidarity and Its Sources” in The Strains of Commitment, ed. Keith Banting and Will 
Kymlicka (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 70. 
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of a community of fate.  Just because fellow citizens might depend on one another to 

survive and prosper does not mean that they will recognize that that is indeed the case; 

their understandings of how wide the community of fate extends may not encompass the 

entirety of the polity.  In fact, their understandings may vary according to their respective 

societal enclaves.  Some might believe that they depend on their respective geographic 

regions, but not on the polity as a whole; others, their cultural-ethnic groups; and other 

still, no strangers at all.  Likewise, citizens might depend on one another through their 

participation in the marketplace,296 but not feel even a thin sense of togetherness, given 

the competitive character of market relations.  A community of fate, in other words, is 

whatever people understand it to be – on an individual basis.   Each person has a different 

implicit definition of the community of fate.  Put differently, each person is a member of 

his/her own community of fate, with him/herself at the center. 

Certainly, these communities of fate will overlap to form broader communities of 

fate where the members included are aware of their mutual dependence.  However, the 

issue here is that even if these citizens are motivated to develop a sense of Allenian 

political friendship within these broader communities of fate – to, knowingly or 

unknowingly, transform those communities of fate into communities of friendship – they 

will not necessarily feel motivated to practice political friendship with those fellow 

citizens who do not fall within these communities.  Should this occur, the sense of equity 

                                                 

296 See Emile Durkheim, The Division of Labor in Society, ed. Steven Lukes (New York: Free Press, 2014). 
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and trust which they produce within their respective enclaves will not be able to reach 

across societal cleavages. 

Consider, again, Allen’s own example of racial equity.  White Americans might 

be motivated to practice Allenian political friendship with other white Americans of a 

variety of religions, cultures, professions, trades, etc. because they feel that they depend 

on them to survive and prosper.  However, if white Americans do not feel that they also 

depend on black Americans – if white Americans’ respective communities of fate 

collectively exclude black Americans – then whites will not be motivated to include 

blacks into their newfound communities of friendship.  That is, white Americans will 

incorporate the good of fellow whites into their respective self-interests, but not that of 

blacks.  In a worst case scenario, this would destabilize society even further.  Black 

Americans who feel that they are already being forced to sacrifice disproportionately for 

the sake of the whole might resent that they are being further excluded from the gains 

produced by the white practice of Allenian political friendship.  Meanwhile, white 

Americans, experiencing greater equity and justice within their own racial enclave, might 

become even more incapable of recognizing that racial inequity still exists. 

Certainly, citizens will not necessarily seek out opportunities to practice Allenian 

political friendship with fellow citizens whom they would otherwise seldom come across 

simply by virtue of the fact that they share a sense of civic or national togetherness.  

However, I am advancing a different claim.  I am arguing that citizens who already 

consider politics and social relations through a thin metaphor of political friendship are 

more likely to seek out opportunities to practice Allenian political friendship with citizens 
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whom they would otherwise seldom come across when they share a sense of civic or 

national togetherness than they would in the absence of that sense of civic or national 

togetherness.  After all, a sense of civic or national togetherness that includes all citizens 

is not subject to the sorts of subjective judgements to which a sense of mutual 

dependence is subject; such a civic or national sense of togetherness necessarily includes 

all citizens, whereas a sense of mutual dependence does not.  Therefore, when citizens 

practice Allenian political friendship against a backdrop of inclusive civic or national 

togetherness, citizens will more likely seek out opportunities to practice political 

friendship across social cleavages.  In this manner, citizens who consider politics through 

a thin metaphor of political friendship can nourish that sense of shared, inclusive 

citizenship into something even more substantial: a state of equity where the individual 

citizen incorporates the good of all of his/her fellow citizens – even if they belong to 

different racial, ethnic, religious, cultural, economic, and/or political categories. 

Instructive but Incomplete 

I have argued that ‘thinner’ versions of the metaphor of political friendship like Allen’s 

have promise in their ability to help us realize an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal 

democratic stability.  By transforming pleonexia into equity, the metaphor of political 

friendship so understood motivates citizens to treat the good of others as part of their own 

interests.  Such political friends pay attention to one another and pursue a mutual 

accommodation of their differences and disagreements through the joint, voluntary 

pursuit of an equitable distribution of sacrifice; they share power.  Not only does this 

transformation reduce the risk that citizens will suppress their differences and 
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disagreements; it also prepares citizens for collective deliberation.  I therefore argued that 

the metaphor of political friendship can potentially help us realize an unoppressive and 

non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability – perhaps paving the way for an “impure” 

deliberative democracy that only permits non-coercive forms of communicative 

agreement. 

I also argued, however, that thin versions of the metaphor can only realize this 

promise if they are combined with other political theoretical resources.  This is because 

thin versions of the metaphor cannot guarantee: (1) that citizens will actually be 

committed to liberal democracy; and/or (2) that citizens will practice political friendship 

across societal cleavages.  First, such political friends will not necessarily be committed 

to liberal democracy; there may be circumstances where they might deem illiberal and 

undemocratic alternatives to power sharing more effective at fostering equity.  Second, in 

the absence a more basic sense of civic or national togetherness, these political friends 

will likely only feel compelled to practice political friendship with those whom they 

already tend to come cross. 

 What other conceptual resources can we draw upon to compensate for the 

inadequacies of political friendship as conceptual metaphor?  Is there another way by 

which we can render fellow citizens political friends?  Let us now consider a second 

perspective: political friendship by common membership. 
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CHAPTER 5 – Political Friendship by Common Membership: 
Constitutional Patriotism, Liberal Nationalism, and the 
Promise of Bounded Solidarity 

We have just considered one way in which we can potentially realize an unoppressive 

and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability: political friendship as conceptual 

metaphor.  This perspective seeks to render citizens who are largely strangers political 

friends by reconfiguring the cognitive lens or architecture through which they understand 

politics and their social relations.  I argued that ‘thin’ understandings of the metaphor of 

political friendship have promise, but also that they cannot succeed if they are pursued on 

their own.  Danielle Allen’s understanding of the metaphor, for instance, promises to 

enhance citizens’ capacities to manage their differences and disagreements by 

transforming pleonexia into equity, but cannot guarantee that citizens will actually be 

committed to liberal democracy, nor that they will practice political friendship across 

societal cleavages.  In order to redress the problem of stability in a manner that also 

consolidates liberal democracy, citizens must also be committed to liberal democracy and 

share in a more fundamental sense of civic and/or national togetherness. 

 I am thereby moved to consider another broad way to conceptualize political 

friendship: political friendship by common membership.  This approach promises to 

succeed where the previous approach failed.  Specifically, it aims to use citizens’ 

common identification with the nation state as the basis of a sort of political friendship 

that can sidestep the problem of social cleavages.  Just as alumni of the same school or 

members of the same club might become friends of sorts, so too can members of the 
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same nation state.  In the words of Will Kymlicka and Keith Banting, this approach 

mobilizes citizens’ shared attachment to the nation state to generate “bounded solidarity” 

– the widespread presence of “a set of attitudes and motivations… of mutual acceptance, 

cooperation and mutual support in time of need… [that goes beyond] self-interest [, 

which is] insufficient or unreliable on its own to maintain a good society[,]… [and that is] 

rooted in an ethic of membership….”297 

 In this chapter, I consider two competing theories that claim to be able to foster 

bounded solidarity in a manner that ensures that citizens will also be committed to liberal 

                                                 

297 Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka, “Introduction” in The Strains of Commitment, ed. Keith Banting and 
Will Kymlicka (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 3-6. [Banting and Kymlicka, Strains, 3-6.]  It 
is worth noting that proponents of this perspective, by in large, do not understand themselves as doing the 
work of political friendship per se.  They understand their perspective as going beyond classical political 
friendship, insisting that political friendship is only viable in the context of small political communities 
(e.g., David Miller, On Nationality (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 32. [Miller, ON, 32.]).  
Along these lines, Derek Edyvane distinguishes between the “citizenship paradigm,” where “fellow citizens 
are bound together by their sense of shared identity or… a shared sense of morally binding incorporation in 
a collective undertaking,” and the “friendship paradigm,” where citizens are bound together “simply 
because we care about each other (Derek Edyvane, Community and Conflict: The Sources of Liberal 
Solidarity (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 128-30.)”  I maintain, however, that it is appropriate to 
understand this broad perspective to be a sort of political friendship for two reasons.  First, as I discussed in 
greater detail in the introduction of Part II, we can envision different sorts of political friendship (and 
friendship more broadly), each distinguished by its level of abstractness or concreteness.  Aristotle’s 
classical account of political friendship is a particularly concrete form of political friendship, whereas those 
advanced by Sibyl Schwarzenbach and Danielle Allen are relatively abstract.  The sort we are considering 
in this chapter falls somewhere in between: citizens/co-nationals are not necessarily personal friends, but 
they do share a common connection to a third thing that is in some sense concrete, even if it might be 
‘imagined’ (Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 2016)).  Second, such appeals to 
the nation state aim to achieve what classical political friendship can no longer achieve.  Classical political 
friendship and patriotism/nationalism share a common objective: the cultivation of a sense of togetherness 
among citizens/co-nationals that can induce social-political stability. 
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democracy: 298 constitutional patriotism and liberal nationalism. 299    Advocates of 

constitutional patriotism construe the state as the embodiment of liberal democratic 

principles and encourage citizens to develop a shared interpretation of those principles.  

Such activity, advocates of constitutional patriotism claim, deepens citizens’ loyalty to 

the state’s foundational political principles and foster a sense of solidarity.  Liberal 

nationalists, in contrast, argue that the solidarity co-nationals share can be more robust if 

it is grounded in a pre-political national community.  While liberal nationalists do 

acknowledge that national identity can assume illiberal forms, they maintain that 

nationals will likely understand their national identity in increasingly inclusive and liberal 

democratic manners.  In short, constitutional patriotism and liberal nationalism aim to 

redress the problem at hand from opposite directions. Constitutional patriotism begins by 

defining the liberal democratic political principles on top of which it wishes to develop 

solidarity, whereas liberal nationalism aims to thin a pre-existing sense of solidarity into 

compliance with the broad contours of liberal democracy. 

 I argue that a ‘compromised’ version of liberal nationalism which incorporates 

some of the insights of constitutional patriotism – willingly sacrificing some of its (liberal 

nationalism’s) own claim to legitimacy – can help us redress the problem at hand.  First, 

                                                 

298 Both constitutional patriotism and liberal nationalism take seriously the moral equality of individuals – 
under most accounts, a central tenant of liberal democracy.  Note that this means that constitutional 
patriotism and liberal nationalism, as a matter of structure, cannot be considered analogous to other sorts of 
‘friendships by common membership’ where the friends involved are not moral equals, such as in family 
arrangements where parents rule their children or where husbands rule their wives. 
299 Miller, ON. 
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by daring to draw upon the resources of the nation to develop a preliminary foundation of 

solidarity, this brand of liberal nationalism can increase the likelihood that the project of 

liberal democratic bounded solidarity will be able to get off the ground and running in the 

first place and that it (liberal democratic bounded solidarity) will be capable of competing 

against illiberal brands of nationalism.  Second, by daring to proclaim the national 

community a liberal democratic national community at the outset (similar to how the 

proponents of constitutional patriotism unabashedly proclaim the state a liberal 

democratic state), this compromised version of liberal nationalism can decrease the risk 

that citizens/co-nationals will develop illiberal or radically-divergent understandings of 

their civic-national identity.   

In what follows, I begin by outlining the basics of constitutional patriotism and 

liberal nationalism as presented by Jürgen Habermas 300 and David Miller respectively.301  

Second, I demonstrate that neither constitutional patriotism nor liberal nationalism can 

serve as standalone theories of bounded liberal solidarity.  As a result of its narrow focus 

on the fundamental principles of the liberal democratic state, constitutional patriotism 

leaves the resources of the nation open to uncontested exploitation by illiberal political 

forces and can only be initiated when citizens are already somewhat committed to liberal 

democracy.  Meanwhile, by tying the legitimacy of a given civic-national identity to its 

                                                 

300 Jürgen Habermas, “The European Nation-State: On the Past and Future of Sovereignty and Citizenship” 
in The Inclusion of the Other: Studies in Political Theory, ed. by Ciran Cronin and Pablo De Greiff 
(Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press), 105-128. [Habermas, “ENS,” 105-128.] 
301 Miller, ON. 
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emergence in “open” and “inclusive” discussion, ‘pure’ liberal nationalism undermines 

the ability of governments and elites to take proactive or preemptive measures to ensure 

that that civic-national identity will not evolve in illiberal or radically divergent 

directions.  Third, as I begin to transition to the final chapter of the book (where I outline 

my own constructive understanding of political friendship), I argue that a compromised 

version of liberal nationalism shows promise, but also that it suffers from certain 

deficiencies.  I thereby conclude that compromised liberal nationalism can only serve a 

part of a broader liberal democratic theory of political friendship. 

Introducing Constitutional Patriotism and Liberal Nationalism302 

What is the difference between “the nation” and “the state”?  Proponents of constitutional 

patriotism and liberal nationalism agree that “the state” is a set of legal-political 

institutions that claims exclusive sovereignty over a clearly delineated geographic 

territory and that “the nation” is a pre-political community, defined by common descent, 

culture, language, and/or history.303  On Miller’s account, a national community is 

typically held together by “collective acts of imagining” – in particular, by myths that are 

products of creative interpretation – rather than by face-to-face relations or kinship.304 

 Beginning in the 18th century with the rise of democratic republics, the state and 

the nation have been pursued as “kindred spirits,” with citizens understanding the “nation 

                                                 

302 For the purposes of this chapter (and, more broadly speaking, this book), I assume that we should take 
the nation state seriously.  I do not consider the question of whether or not the nation state should be 
abandoned in favour of radical cosmopolitanism. 
303 Habermas, “ENS,” 107. 
304 Miller, ON, 36-8. 
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state” to be the embodiment of a collective sort of freedom.305  Habermas identifies two 

sorts of bounded solidarity that emerged during this time.  The first type, “democratic 

republicanism,” privileged the state over the nation.  According to this view, the state 

embodies cosmopolitan values.  Citizens who are patriotic understand their participation 

as equals in the state’s democratic procedures to be the foundation of basic human, 

liberal, and political rights.306  Democratic republicanism, alas, could not sustain itself; it 

was too dry to stir people’s hearts. Thus emerged a second model of political 

mobilization that privileged the nation over the state: nationalism.  According to this 

view, the state expresses the independence of a pre-political community, defined by an 

imagined sense of common ancestry, language, and history.307 

Habermas deems the second model unacceptable.  Not only does nationalism 

“project the imaginary reality of the nation as an organic development… [thereby] 

conceal[ing] the contingency of the historically more or less arbitrary boundaries of the 

political community and… lend[ing] to them an aura of imitated substance and 

‘inherited’ legitimacy”;308 political elites have repeatedly exploited national myths to 

further illiberal causes.  Constitutional patriotism is thus Habermas’s way of reasserting 

the first model of political mobilization.  According to Habermas, the universal political 

principles embodied by the liberal democratic state can generate a sense of loyalty and 

                                                 

305 Habermas, “ENS,” 109-14. 
306 Habermas, “ENS,” 112. 
307 Habermas, “ENS,” 113. 
308 Habermas, “ENS,” 116. 
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solidarity.309  However, rather than rely solely on citizens’ participation in democratic 

procedures to cultivate solidarity, Habermas’s constitutional patriotism aims to foster 

solidarity by mobilizing the constitution and its corresponding procedures to generate a 

political culture.  In this political culture, citizens deliberate over how to best interpret the 

foundational political principles of the state in light of that state’s particular historical 

experiences.  This shared activity fosters political solidarity while reinforcing citizens’ 

loyalty to the constitution.  In other words, the political culture of a particular state is 

grounded in a distinctive interpretation of the state’s foundational, universal liberal 

democratic principles, rather in some sort of ‘pre-political’ cultural or group identity.  

This means that citizens who are constitutional patriots share equally in an “abstract 

political integration,”310 despite the fact that they might be members of a variety of 

“ethical communities [, each] integrated around different conceptions of the good.”311  So 

long as they participate in the common political culture and demonstrate loyalty to that 

culture’s foundational principles, Catholics and Protestants who are constitutional patriots 

can share a sense of solidarity, despite their religious differences. 312 

                                                 

309 Indeed, Habermas considers the second model to be a betrayal of “the central idea of republicanism… 
that the democratic process can serve at the same time as a guarantor for the social integration of an 
increasingly differentiated society… [i.e., at] the level of political will-format ion and public 
communication (Habermas, “ENS,” 117.).” 
310 Jürgen Habermas, “Struggles for Recognition in the Democratic State” in The Inclusion of the Other: 
Studies in Political Theory, ed. by Ciran Cronin and Pablo De Greiff (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press), 
225. [Habermas, “Struggles,” 225.] 
311 Habermas, “Struggles,” 224. 
312 Habermas, “Struggles,” 225. 
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Liberal nationalists like David Miller do not deny that history is littered with 

countless instances of nationalism gone awry.  Nor do they deny that, for many, the term 

“nationalism” invokes the idea that nations are organic wholes to which individuals are 

wholly subordinate.313  However, liberal nationalists reject the dichotomy between liberal 

democratic constitutional patriotism and illiberal nationalism that proponents of 

constitutional patriotism present.  According to liberal nationalists, national identity, 

properly understood, can be thin enough to conform to the broad contours of liberal 

democracy; indeed, the distinctive claim of the liberal nationalist perspective is that 

nationality does not necessarily have to be illiberal and/or exclusionary.  Kymlicka 

remarks, 

Membership in the national group is not restricted to those of a particular race, 
ethnicity, or religion.  Generally speaking, anyone can join the nation if they want 
to do so…. Partly as a result of this inclusiveness, liberal nations exhibit a much 
thinner conception of national identity.  In order to make it possible for people 
from different ethnocultural backgrounds to become full and equal members of 
the nation, and in order to allow for the widest possible range of individual 
diversity and dissent, the terms of admission are relatively thin – e.g. learning the 
language, participating in common public institutions, and perhaps expressing a 
commitment to the long-term survival of the nation.  Joining the nation does not 
require one to abandon one’s surname, religion, customs, recreational practices, 
etc.314 

Liberal nationalists contend that the solidarity citizens share will be more secure when it 

is grounded in a shared sense of national identity – not just in a shared set of political 

                                                 

313 Miller, ON, 8. 
314 Will Kymlicka, Politics in the Vernacular: Nationalism, Multiculturalism and Citizenship (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), 40. [Kymlicka, Vernacular, 40.] 
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principles.  Citizens will more likely be loyal to one another when they understand 

themselves to be fellow members of a national community prior to their being members 

of a constitutional state – when they understand themselves to be fellow nationals, not 

just fellow citizens. 

Importantly, Miller distinguishes between national identities that are “the result[s] 

of political imposition” and national identities that emerge and evolve “more or less 

spontaneously” through open discussion. 315  The former should be considered with 

suspicion.  Such national identities are typically constructed on top of blatant historical 

falsehoods and are employed by authoritarians to satisfy a narrow set of interests.316  The 

latter, in contrast, should be considered legitimate.  First, even if they may possess 

mythical qualities, such national identities are typically based on fundamentally 

indisputable facts and only “fill in the blanks” when no direct evidence is available.317  

Indeed, Miller maintains that “the historical accuracy of national stories seems to matter 

less in its own right than for the effect it has on the nation’s present self-

understanding.”318  Second, even though national identities are usually inherited rather 

than chosen, and even though nationals are not free to independently interpret the content 

of their respective national identities, rights, and obligations, national identities can still 

                                                 

315 Miller, ON, 40. 
316 Miller, ON, 39.  Miller also criticizes “conservative nationalism” for arriving at the rather authoritarian 
conclusion that national identity involves not simply “horizontal ties to fellow-members, past and present,” 
but also “vertical ties to established institutions, which are regarded as authoritative (Miller, ON, 124-9).” 
317 Miller, ON, 37-8. 
318 Miller, ON, 39-40. 
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be inclusive and legitimate parts of people’s identities.  This is because national identities 

need not be doctrinaire; nationals can reflect on and revise their national identities 

through debate in their nation’s public culture.  With that, “To the extent that the process 

involves inputs from all sections of the community, with groups openly competing to 

imprint the common identity with their own particular image, we may justifiably regard 

the identity that emerges as an authentic one.”319 

The liberal nationalist hope, therefore, is that legitimate national identities will 

continue to evolve so that they become “stripped of elements that are repugnant to the 

self-understanding of one or more cultural groups…” and so that “members of these 

groups… [become] willing to embrace an inclusive nationality… [and] shed elements of 

their values which are at odds with its principles…”320  This does not mean that the 

content of all legitimate national identities will ultimately converge.  After all, the 

political debates liberal nationalists envision take place in specific national contexts – 

each defined by a unique “ideological coloration” or combination of political principles, 

social norms, and cultural ideals.321  However, it does mean that legitimate national 

                                                 

319 Miller, ON, 40.  This, Miller maintains, is consistent with the manner in which personal identity is 
typically formed: “A… reasonable picture recognizes that we always begin from values that have been 
inculcated in us by the communities and institutions to which we belong; family, school, church, and so 
forth.  As we come to reflect on these values, we find we can no longer adhere to some, we find tensions 
and contradictions between others, and so forth.  Finally, we reach a point where we have balanced the 
competing demands upon us and established our own scale of priorities between different values.  At that 
point, we have worked out our own distinct identity…. There is no reason why nationality should be 
excluded from this process, and no reason why a person’s final identity should not have national identity as 
one constituent (Miller, ON, 44-5).” 
320 Miller, ON, 142. 
321 Miller, ON, 69. 
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identities will likely be the sorts of national identity that will evolve or thin out into 

conformity with the seemingly free-standing, basic contours of liberal democracy.  

Indeed, it is precisely this possibility that makes liberal nationalism an attractive 

understanding of bounded solidarity in the first place: contrary to the claims of 

constitutional patriotism, nationalism need not be illiberal, so it need not be avoided.  In 

other words, even though they ground their understanding of legitimate national identity 

in a particularistic or pluralistic understanding of the moral world,322 liberal nationalists 

seem tempted by the universal – the a priori.  Indeed, Kymlicka even goes so far as to 

characterize liberal nationalism as sharing with cosmopolitanism a “commitment to [the] 

universal values of freedom and equality” and as “involv[ing] a redefinition of 

cosmopolitanism.”323 

Liberal Nationalism: To be Legitimate, or to be Liberal? 

Constitutional patriotism and liberal nationalism thereby represent two competing visions 

of how the nation and/or the state can be mobilized to develop a sort of bounded 

solidarity that conforms to the broad contours of liberal democracy.  Advocates of 

constitutional patriotism like Habermas aim to develop solidarity on top of citizens’ 

shared devotion to the foundational political principles of the liberal democratic state, 

                                                 

322 Liberal nationalists like Miller reject “ethical universalism.”  They claim that moral rights and duties are 
not necessarily rooted in general facts about individuals; they might instead be rooted in the particular 
relationships people share: “[moral] agents are already encumbered with a variety of ties and commitments 
to particular agents, or to groups or collectivities, and they begin their ethical reasoning from those 
commitments…,” so “fundamental principles may be attached directly to these relations (Miller, ON, 50).”  
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whereas liberal nationalists like Miller aim to develop solidarity on top of co-nationals’ 

shared membership in the national community.  Both, constitutional patriotism and 

liberal nationalism, however, advance the claim that solidarity will emerge out of 

citizens’/co-nationals’ collective acts of interpretation in a common political/public 

culture.  So, the primary disagreement between constitutional patriotism and liberal 

nationalism concerns what they each identify to be the proper object(s) of collective 

interpretation.  Proponents of constitutional patriotism like Habermas identify the 

foundational political principles of the liberal democratic state; liberal nationalists like 

Miller, the common public culture itself – not just the state’s political principles, but also 

the nation’s social norms, cultural ideals, and rights and obligations of membership. 

Let us first consider liberal nationalism.  As we have seen, according to Miller, 

legitimate national identities are the sorts of national identities that will likely evolve into 

conformity with the broad contours of liberal democracy.  To illustrate this, Miller turns 

to the American experience where, on his account, an inclusive understanding of national 

identity accessible to many cultural groups has emerged victorious after prolonged 

competition with narrow, ethnically- loaded understandings of American national 

identity.324  The promise of Miller’s liberal nationalism lies in the promise that a thin 

understanding of national identity, culturally- and ethnically-neutral, can emerge from 

open public debate. 
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 Now, Miller’s liberal nationalist framework does allow for the use of civic 

education to encourage nationals to embrace their nation’s identity.  However, given 

Miller’s understanding of legitimate national identity, it is clear that liberal nationalism 

can only permit certain sorts of civic education.  Namely, liberal nationalism can only 

permit civic education regimes that propagate understandings of national identity that 

have already been endorsed by an enduring and sizeable majority of the national 

community.  As Miller remarks, “where some cultural feature – a landscape, a musical 

tradition, a language – has become a component part of national identity, it is justifiable 

to discriminate in its favour if the need arises [emphasis added].”325  Liberal nationalism 

cannot permit civic education regimes reminiscent of that of Maoist China, where “an 

attempt was made by a small political clique to impose a uniform definition of Chinese 

identity upon the mass of the people, involving a deliberate attempt to destroy traditional 

Confucian moral values and replace them with Maoist ideology.”326 

 The case of Maoist China is, of course, an extreme case.  However, we can still 

extract from all this the following general principle: the more that elites employ the 

resources of civic education to impose a specific understanding of national identity that 

has not been endorsed by an enduring and sizeable majority of nationals, the less that 

national identity can be considered legitimate.  This is not to say that elites cannot 

participate in the debate over national identity; as nationals themselves, they surely can.  
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Rather, it is to say that open public debate cannot be considered truly “open” if elites 

participate in that debate with the aid of resources like civic education that their fellow 

interlocutors cannot access.  Even if elites do not impose a specific understanding of 

national identity as heavy-handedly as did Mao’s Communist Party, national identity 

cannot be considered as having “evolved more or less spontaneously”327 if elites use civic 

education to “convince” nationals to adopt their (elites’) preferred understanding(s) of 

national identity.  To appeal to the resources of civic education in such a manner is to 

effectively rig the debate in one’s favour. 

 There are at least two worries about this understanding of legitimate national 

identity.  First, the possibility that a liberal democratic national identity will emerge from 

open debate remains just that: a possibility.  It is also a distinct possibility that that ‘open’ 

debate will result in distinctly illiberal understandings of national identity.  After all, as 

we have seen, according to liberal nationalism, the state may not issue regulations over 

the direction in which national identity evolves; it may only issue regulations to 

consolidate understandings of national identity that have already been endorsed (and 

continue to be endorsed) by an enduring and sizeable majority of the national community.  

Miller’s understanding of the public culture therefore admits a self-contradictory 

possibility: its openness implies certain liberal democratic rights (e.g., to free thought and 

expression) in the name of open debate; yet the given national identity becomes less 

legitimate if certain actors use the power of the state to guide that debate in a liberal 
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democratic direction that has not yet been endorsed (or is no longer endorsed) by an 

enduring and sizeable majority of the national community – indeed, to ensure that 

nationals remain committed to the very rights that make open debate possible in the first 

place.328 

 Of course, the liberal nationalist can retort that this uncertainty is not something 

for which liberal nationalism should be held especially accountable.  After all, politics 

seems to always be about possibilities only, and possibilities are always accompanied by 

risk.  As Hannah Arendt observes, all action is “disclosed” into an “already existing web 

of human relationships, with its innumerable, conflicting wills and intentions…,” so 

“action almost never achieves its [intended] purpose.”329  Moreover, it can be argued that 

liberal nationalism necessarily contains the seeds of its own potential demise.  Harry 

Brighouse, for instance, argues that any sort of civic education that attempts to instill 

liberal democratic values in citizens risks undermining the legitimacy of the liberal 

democratic polity in question.  On Brighouse’s account, the legitimacy of the liberal 

democratic polity depends on the autonomous consent of citizens: “if the state helps form 

the political loyalties of future citizens by inculcating belief in its own legitimacy, it will 

be unsurprising when citizens consent to the social institutions they inhabit, but it will be 

difficult to be confident that their consent is freely given, or would have been freely 

                                                 

328 So, under the liberal nationalist framework, the dissenting individual who refuses to fulfill national 
obligations that he/she deems illiberal or anti-democratic might be condemned for failing to live up to 
his/her status as a member of the national community. 
329 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, ed. Margaret Canovan (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
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given.”330  Therefore, the liberal nationalist can contend that liberal nationalism should 

not be faulted for its inability to guarantee its own survival.  Contingency is simply 

something that liberal nationalism shares with any political creed – especially, with 

liberalism. 

 Yet the issue here, more precisely stated, is not the mere possibility that open 

discussion may yield illiberal results per se.  Rather, the issue is that liberal nationalism 

cannot do more than it does to minimize the risk of this possibility as a result of its 

indecisiveness – of its inability to definitively choose between the nation and liberal 

democracy.  On the one hand, liberal nationalism stops short of declaring legitimate 

national identities necessarily liberal democratic because it adheres to a pluralistic 

conception of the moral universe.  Our attachments to the nation, Miller maintains, have 

ethical significance, not because they are instrumental to the fulfillment of universal 

moral goods rooted in “generic human capacities,”331 but rather because our 

particularistic attachments and memberships are intrinsically valuable: “… agents are 

already encumbered with a variety of ties and commitments to particular other agents, or 

to groups or collectivities [often by virtue of inheritance], and they begin their ethical 

reasoning from those commitments.”332  As a result, liberal nationalism largely abstains 

from imposing substantive criteria on the legitimacy of national identity, opting instead to 
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impose the procedural criterion that legitimate national identities emerge through open 

debate.  On the other hand, the appeal and distinctiveness of liberal nationalism lies in the 

claim that national identity need not be illiberal and anti-democratic.  Since national 

identities can evolve into conformity with the broad normative contours of liberal 

democracy, we should not shy away from embracing the nation as a source of bounded 

solidarity.  However, those contours of liberal democracy come from without liberal 

nationalism – not from within.  Liberal nationalism, in other words, presents itself as a 

theory of nationalism rather than of liberal democracy, but grounds its normative appeal 

in the possibility of liberal democracy.  It is forced to condemn the very measures that 

can help further its aspirations – the very measures that can help make it an appealing 

perspective in the first place. 

 We can compare Canadian and American understandings of national identity to 

illustrate this predicament.  Although both can plausibly be described as at least partly 

liberal democratic – Americans frequently construe their country as being founded on the 

principles outlined in The Declaration of Independence, while many Canadians 

understand their country as inheriting the British legal-political tradition333 – recent 

political developments have revealed significant differences in the degrees to which their 

citizens understand their respective national identities as inclusive.  Although liberal 

nationalists have construed America an example of how a common identity that was once 
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ethnically- loaded can evolve “more or less” spontaneously into one that is “accessible to 

all cultural groups,”334 it is now apparent that a “sizeable and enduring” majority has not 

in fact accepted such an understanding of American identity.  Race and ethnicity is 

perhaps the defining cleavage in American politics today.  As election results indicate,335 

American politics is deeply polarized, with one side (roughly speaking) understanding 

America to be a country that can accommodate a diversity of races, ethnicities, and, by 

extension, cultures, and the other side (knowingly or unknowingly) yearning for a return 

to a more ethnically and culturally homogeneous America.  With the former accusing the 

latter of intolerance and xenophobia, and the latter, in turn, condemning the former for 

selling out, political competition is becoming fiercer.  The latter, in particular, seems 

increasingly willing to employ illiberal and anti-democratic strategies to defeat the 

former – going so far as to flirt or sympathize with autocratic foreign governments in the 

process of doing so.336 

In contrast, even though Canadians (excluding Quebec) have historically, in their 

Britishness, been less hospitable to inclusive understandings of their national identity 

than have Americans, Canadian identity has evolved over the past half century to become 

more inclusive and, arguably, more liberal democratic than America’s.  Indeed, Canada 

has transformed from a country where many once condemned the American melting-pot 
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for failing to adequately control immigration so as to preserve a “distinct culture”337 into 

a country where many criticize that same melting-pot, in its assimilationism, for not 

appreciating the value of cultural and ethnic diversity – where multiculturalism has 

definitively supplanted British white nationalism as the predominant understanding of 

national identity.  Surveys indicate that “those with the strongest sense of Canadian 

identity tend to be more sympathetic to immigrants…,”338  and Canada’s nationalist 

populist equivalents tend to attract (and cater towards) just as many ethnic and cultural 

minorities as do non-populists.339 

 The point I would like to make here is that, under strict liberal nationalist criteria, 

despite this evolution, Canada’s current dominant understanding of national identity 

would be deemed less legitimate than America’s, despite the fact that it (Canada’s) is 

more liberal democratic and inclusive.  This is because the current dominant 

understanding of Canadian national identity did not emerge more or less spontaneously; it 

was explicitly imposed onto the general citizenry by political elites through carefully-

crafted, proactive social policy.  In the 1960s, when Canadian national identity was still 

predominantly white and xenophobic, the Canadian government began pursuing an 

“incorporation regime… [a set] of policies designed to facilitate the economic, social and 
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political incorporation of newcomers and minorities.”340  The government instated a 

“points-system” immigration system that prioritizes “economic migrants… [who are] 

capable of moving quickly into employment and self-sufficiency”341 and that demands 

that immigrants pledge financial assistance to family members whom they wish to 

sponsor.  Although this policy might, at first glance, seem to privilege the rich over the 

poor, it had the effect of cultivating friendlier attitudes towards immigration and 

diversity.  By admitting immigrants who were more likely capable of supporting 

themselves, the Canadian immigration system effectively limited immigrants’ reliance on 

the burgeoning welfare state, thereby shielding them from the charge that they are mere 

‘takers.’  With that, Canada adopted an official policy of bilingualism and 

multiculturalism, ultimately enshrining both into its constitution.342 

 What does all this tell us?  First, the comparison suggests that we cannot simply 

expect open debate to produce increasingly liberal and inclusive results.  Second, the 

example of Canada suggests that in order for open debate to avoid producing illiberal 

results, the contours of that open debate must sometimes be regulated or shaped by 

certain controlling, artificial factors whose normative objectives are predefined – that is, 

not the reflection of a broad consensus at which co-nationals have already arrived.  The 

government might have to do more than simply consolidate an understanding of national 

                                                 

340 Banting, “Progressive Dilemma,” 805. 
341 Banting, “Progressive Dilemma,” 805. 
342 Only three countries have enshrined multiculturalism into their constitutions: Canada, Australia, and 
Sweden. 



 

209 

identity that an enduring and sizeable majority of nationals has endorsed (and continues 

to endorse).  In fact, the government might have to even dislodge such a consensus by 

actively producing a desired understanding of national identity.  By virtue of being the 

result of elite planning, however, Canada’s national identity, under Miller’s normative 

criteria, appears to be less legitimate than it would have otherwise been had such elite 

guidance never taken place (as well as than the United States’) – perhaps, even if 

Canadian national identity had remained predominantly white and xenophobic.  This is a 

rather puzzling conclusion for a theory that derives its normative appeal from the 

possibility that national identity can become more inclusive and liberal democratic – that 

it can detach itself from ethnicity. 

Now, it is worth noting that Miller does stipulate that people have universal basic 

human rights and obligations by virtue of their membership in common humanity,343 in 

addition to their national rights and obligations.  So, it might be tempting to conclude that 

these human rights and obligations can serve as normative regulations on the public 

debate over national identity – as checks against the descent of national identity into 

illiberalism.  The problem with this argument, however, is that it does not necessarily 

follow from the fact that human traits are more fundamental than our perceived or 

imagined national traits that human rights and obligations will or ought to take 

precedence over national rights and obligations.  Miller himself remarks that  

It is probably true that ethical claims of nationality could not justify anyone in 
violating the rights of an outsider by, say, killing or injuring him.  But if we take 
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nationality seriously, then we must also accept that positive obligations to protect 
basic rights (e.g., to relieve hunger) fall in the first place on co-nationals, so that 
outsiders would have strong obligations in this respect only where it was strictly 
impossible for the rights to be protected within the national community.  If bad 
policies or vested interests in nation A mean that some of its citizens go needy, 
then, if nation C decides that its own welfare requirements mean that it cannot 
afford to give much (or anything) to the needy in A, it has not directly violated 
their rights; at most, it has permitted them to be violated, and in the circumstances 
this may be justifiable [emphasis added].344 

What emerges from this parallel existence is not the regulation of national self-

understandings, rights and obligations by human rights and obligations, but rather 

conflicting allegiances between the national and the universal. 

The second problem with the liberal nationalist understanding of legitimate 

identity formation lies in the fact that it potentially allows for the development of 

radically divergent understandings of national identity.  As we have seen, under liberal 

nationalism, the nation’s common public culture is the venue where national solidarity is 

developed.  Through participation in the public culture, co-nationals engage in collective 

reflections over the political principles, social norms, and cultural ideals of the national 

community, as well as over the resulting rights and obligations of membership in the 

national community.  As a result, they deepen their loyalty to the nation and develop a 

sense of solidarity.  In at least some cases, however, it is more appropriate to speak of 

common public cultures.  Co-nationals might not share in one common public culture, 

but rather participate in competing public cultures, with each culture claiming to be the 

                                                 

344 Miller, ON, 79. 



 

211 

rightful embodiment of national identity and/or to be the proper forum of debate over the 

content of that national identity.  When this occurs, national identity no longer serves to 

bind and to stabilize; it serves to divide and destabilize. 

To see what I mean by this, recall my argument against understanding political 

friendship to be simply an extension of “partial friendships” (towards the end of Chapter 

2).  I argued that we must not simply develop citizens’ personal networks in the hope that 

those partial friendships will “spill over”345 into the public as a generalized sense of trust.  

I argued that this is the case because those networks can end up serving as sources of 

insularity and division, should they fail to connect or overlap with one another so as to 

collectively encompass the entirety of society.  As Robert Putnam remarks, such 

networks do serve to bond members of a specific persuasion, ethnicity, religion, culture, 

economic class, geographic location, etc. together, but they do not bridge those groups 

together; they “reinforce exclusive identities and homogeneous groups.”346 

The point I would like to make here is that these factions, should they remain 

isolated from one another or sort themselves into broader, ‘super-’factions, can emerge as 

competing public cultures.  Should this occur, different groups of co-nationals, 

participating in competing discussions about how to understand national identity, will 
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likely arrive at divergent collective understandings of national identity.347  It is obvious 

why national identity cannot induce unity and stabilize should this occur: many of the 

disagreements and contestations which divide co-nationals/citizens will become 

reinterpreted through the lens of nationality as problems of national identity, even if they 

had not been matters of national identity previously.  So, national identity, as envisioned 

by Miller, can end up raising the stakes of co-nationals’ disagreements and contestations; 

co-nationals will have gained a new set of tools with which to express their 

disagreements.  Political opponents will no longer be mere ‘tax-and-spend’ liberals or 

‘extremist conservatives’; they will also be Un-American. 

Constitutional Patriotism: A Failure to Launch, and Vacating the Field 

Constitutional patriotism’s approach to the cultivation of a liberal democratic brand of 

bounded solidarity implies greater safeguards against the possibility that citizens will 

arrive at either illiberal or radically divergent understandings of their shared civic-

national identity.  This is because, as we have seen, constitutional patriotism builds its 

brand of solidarity on top of the foundational political principles of an explicitly liberal 

democratic state.  These political principles effectively regulate how citizens understand 

their shared civic identity; in the political culture, citizens develop a collective 

interpretation of those principles in light of their state’s particular historical experiences.  

Therefore, constitutional patriotism’s deliberations will only yield liberal democratic 
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results, for those deliberations only concern material that is by definition liberal 

democratic.  This relative advantage that constitutional patriotism enjoys is inherent in its 

structure.  Even though both constitutional patriotism and liberal nationalism aim to use 

the political/public culture to develop a sense of bounded solidarity, the ‘causal 

directions’ of their structures are reversed.  Liberal nationalism (1) aims to develop a 

sense of solidarity and (2) trusts that that solidarity will ‘thin’ itself out into conformity 

with liberal democracy.  In contrast, constitutional patriotism (1) defines the political 

principles citizens must share and (2) aims to develop a sense of solidarity on top of those 

principles. 

Now, one might object that constitutional patriotism is rooted in an indefensible 

brand of universalism.  Who is to say that there are in fact ‘universal’ political principles 

or that those principles, if they do indeed coexist, must necessarily be liberal democratic?  

Without immersing ourselves too deeply into this debate between universalism and 

particularism, we can respond on constitutional patriotism’s behalf by noting that those 

liberal democratic political principles do not need be universal for constitutional 

patriotism to be plausible.  Certainly, advocates of constitutional patriotism describe 

those political principles as universal because that universality seems to render 

constitutional patriotism both more legitimate and more broadly applicable to different 

contexts.  However, a state can develop constitutional patriotism on top of political 

principles that might not be universal.  For example, a state can develop constitutional 

patriotism on top of political principles whose applicability is confined to a particular 
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political-philosophical tradition or context – say, the liberal democratic context.348  In 

short, even if its foundational political principles cannot claim to be universal, 

constitutional patriotism can still be viable within the liberal democratic context. 

Constitutional patriotism’s relative weaknesses therefore lie elsewhere.  In what follows, 

I argue that they lie in the very characteristics that allow constitutional patriotism to 

escape the pitfalls of liberal nationalism. Specifically, constitutional patriotism’s narrow 

focus on the foundational principles of the liberal democratic state undermines its ability 

to self-initiate and to compete against illiberal brands of nationalism. 

First, it is unclear how constitutional patriotism can get off the ground and 

running in the first place.  Now, some accuse constitutional patriotism of being too 

abstract to be able to sufficiently motivate citizens to be loyal to the state and to serve as 

a reliable source of solidarity.  Martha Nussbaum, for instance, dismisses constitutional 

patriotism fleetingly, remarking that 

Habermas sees the need for some type of emotional support for good political 
principles… but does not even get to the point of offering a picture of what 
emotions are like and how they work, and his vision is so moralized and so 
abstract that one can’t have any confidence that it would work in real life.  His 

                                                 

348 Such a (revised) constitutional patriotism which imposes limitations on the applicability of its own 
foundational principles resembles John Rawls’s revised account of his own theory of justice in Political 
Liberalism.  In Political Liberalism, Rawls construes justice as fairness as an attempt to reconcile the 
competing Lockean and Rousseauian historical strands of the liberal tradition.  So, justice as fairness’s 
intended scope extends only to those societies that could plausibly be described as liberal (John Rawls, 
Political Liberalism: Expanded Edition (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 4-5. [Rawls, PL, 4-
5.]).  



 

215 

reticence is no doubt comprehensible.  Germany’s past makes people particularly 
squeamish about any appeal to strong emotions in the political realm.349 

Nussbaum goes on to attribute the “excessive abstractness” of constitutional patriotism to 

Habermas’s “commitment to impartiality,” arguing that constitutional patriotism 

demands an “unlearning [of] partiality… [, that citizens learn] not to find special value or 

delight in a particular.”350  Constitutional patriotism, according to Nussbaum, falters 

because it does not take seriously the “problem of ‘watery motivation’… [that] To make 

people care, you have to make them see the object of potential care as in some way 

‘theirs…’”351 

 As we have seen, however, constitutional patriotism does not aim to have citizens 

“unlearn partiality.”  Even though it is rooted in abstract political principles which cannot 

be claimed by any one cultural, ethnic, or religious group as inherently their own, 

constitutional patriotism demands that citizens of a given state develop a particular 

collective interpretation of those principles.  That is, constitutional patriotism expects that 

these interpretations will be shaped by the particular state’s historical experiences – the 

particular paths that the given state travelled in order to come to achieve or endorse those 

principles.  Canada’s interpretation of those political principles will differ from 

Germany’s.  So, constitutional patriotism does ‘concretize’ the ‘abstract.’  It encourages 
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citizens to identify with a particular historical iteration of the abstract foundational 

principles of the liberal democratic state. 

 The problem is thus not so much that constitutional patriotism is too abstract as it 

is that citizens must already be predisposed to participate in the political culture in the 

first place, if they are to behave as constitutional patriots and participate in the political 

culture.  In order for constitutional patriotism to be viable, citizens must already be 

predisposed to deliberate how to best interpret the foundational political principles of the 

liberal democratic state in the first place.  That is, in order for the foundational political 

principles of the liberal democratic state to serve as the basis of an initial impetus to 

participate in the political culture, citizens must already largely be the sorts of citizens 

who, at the very least, are predisposed to become committed to those liberal democratic 

political principles.  If they do not possess the germs of such a commitment, then either 

they will not be motivated to even begin deliberating how to interpret the state’s 

foundational liberal democratic principles, or they will participate in such deliberations 

unproductively – perhaps, destructively.  Habermas himself recognizes that constitutional 

patriotism can only succeed if citizens are first committed to the foundational political 

principles of the liberal democratic state and are willing to ensure that their substantive 

ethical, cultural, and religious values do not contradict those political principles: those 

principles must become “enduringly linked with the motivations and convictions of the 

citizens.”352   
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 What this means is that constitutional patriotism is more convincing as an 

approach to strengthen citizens’ commitments to the foundational political principles of 

the liberal democratic state than as an approach to instill such a commitment.  

Constitutional patriotism proposes a clear procedure through which citizens’ pre-existing 

substantive political commitments can be developed into a sense of solidarity, as well as 

a procedure through which that sense of solidarity can, in turn, be used to deepen those 

substantive political commitments.  Yet it is less clear how this virtuous circle can be 

kick-started in the first place.  Constitutional patriotism can only succeed when citizens 

are already somewhat committed to the foundational political principles of the liberal 

democratic state.  The more those principles are contested or absent, the less plausible 

constitutional patriotism becomes.   

 Does constitutional patriotism face an initiation problem?  Well, there are two 

conceivable paths through which constitutional patriotism can be initiated.  The first path 

is evolutionary.  The accumulated ‘little’ actions of individuals can slowly nudge the 

political culture in an increasingly liberal democratic direction.  Constitutional patriotism 

can become viable after a sustained period of social-political evolution, during which 

citizens will have become the sorts of citizens who are inclined to support the state’s 

liberal democratic principles and capable of collectively interpreting those principles. 

The issue here is that this path to constitutional patriotism, in effect (and 

ironically), amounts to a relapse into liberal nationalism-lite.  The national community 

must first evolve into conformity with liberal democracy.  After this occurs, the public 

culture where citizens debate the political principles, social norms, and cultural ideals of 
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the national community can be thinned into a strictly political culture where only political 

principles are debated.  If this is how constitutional patriotism must be realized, then it 

would appear that constitutional patriotism is wholly redundant.  Worse still, it would 

appear that constitutional patriotism might even be counterproductive, for it is unclear 

why it would be necessary to remove the social norms and cultural ideals of the national 

community from the arena of discussion when those cultural ideals no longer pose a 

threat to liberal democracy.  To insist that solidarity be shorn of these social norms and 

cultural ideals would be to needlessly weaken that solidarity; a combination of political 

principles, social norms, and cultural ideals is surely a more reliable source of motivation 

than political principles alone. 

The second path through which constitutional patriotism can be initiated is 

revolutionary: special social-political circumstances might be conducive to constitutional 

patriotism’s birth, seemingly out of nowhere.  As Hannah Arendt observes, even though 

“the new always happens against overwhelming odds,” not in the least because all acts or 

disclosures “fall into an existing web… of [complex] human relations, all human action is 

grounded in natality and contains the possibility of novelty.”353  So, it is conceivable that 

events can cause a people’s normative center of gravity to suddenly shift.  A 

paradigmatic example of this is post-war West Germany.  There, a historical event – the 

horrors of the Holocaust and Nazism – shocked the West German citizenry, previously 

uncommitted to liberal democratic principles, into embracing those principles or, stated 
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alternatively, into consenting to have those principles imposed onto them by outside 

forces.  Rather than prepare for constitutional patriotism by having their national 

identities undergo a gradual process of liberalization, West German citizens were moved 

to disavow their illiberal national identity in favour of a strictly liberal democratic 

political identity.  This explains why some have accused constitutional patriotism of 

being an especially German approach to inclusive solidarity: a particularly enthusiastic 

and catastrophic nationalistic experiment motivated many Germans to (over-)compensate 

by disavowing the resources of the nation entirely.  As Jan-Werner Müller observes, 

“Habermas himself… stressed that… Only after the ultimate evil of Nazism had 

Germany, at least its Western part, finally and fully embraced the Enlightenment and 

firmly anchored itself in the West… [‘]only through the shock of this moral 

catastrophe.’”354 

The worry here, however, is not so much that constitutional patriotism constitutes 

a “repudiation of a particular past in the name of universal moral values… [the] 

assum[ption] [of] collective responsibility for the past”355 as it is that the viability of 

constitutional patriotism seems to depend on the rawness of citizens’ historical memory.  

Understood in this manner, constitutional patriotism sustains itself, at least in part, 

through citizens’ memory of past nationalistic misadventures.  The problem with this is 

that memory fades.  Even an astute reader of history, by virtue of not having actually 

                                                 

354 Jan-Werner Müller, Constitutional Patriotism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 33.  
[Müller, CP, 33.]. 
355 Müller, CP, 37. 
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lived through the salient historical event(s), cannot understand those events as 

immediately or as intimately as can someone who lived through those events.356  Indeed, 

the further removed those events are from the present, the more memory of those events 

must be constructed.  No longer the manifestation of personal experience, and no longer 

communicable through oral history alone, such memory must be actively constructed: 

first, through the preservation of the fateful events in question via culture (e.g., texts, 

monuments) and institutions (e.g., practice, observance); and, second, through the 

reinterpretation of those events so as to render their memory not just relevant and 

acceptable to the contemporary context, but also expressions of the citizenry’s broadly 

shared values.357 

Now, in a sense, this constructed sort of memory is a superior sort of memory.  It 

is unblemished by partiality and enhanced by the benefit of hindsight.  As Arendt 

suggests, a story’s meaning or truth can only fully reveal itself after it has ended – and 

only to “the backward glance of the historian”: “What the storyteller narrates must 

necessarily be hidden from the actor himself, at least as long as he is caught in its 

                                                 

356 To this point, recent surveys indicate that Canadians and Americans lack basic knowledge of the 
Holocaust.  These surveys indicate that over 40% of Canadians and 30% Americans cannot correctly name 
one concentration camp and that over 50% of Americans wrongly believe that Adolf Hitler came to power 
via force.  Among American ‘millennials,’ over 40% believe that the Holocaust claimed the lives of fewer 
than two million Jews, and two-thirds cannot say what Auschwitz was.  See "New Survey by the Azrieli 
Foundation and the Claims Conference Finds Critical Gaps in Holocaust Knowledge," Claims Conference, 
accessed February 21, 2019, http://www.claimscon.org/study-canada/ and "New Survey by Claims 
Conference Finds Significant Lack of Holocaust Knowledge in the United States," Claims Conference, 
accessed February 21, 2019, http://www.claimscon.org/study/. 
357 Here, I draw upon Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka’s distinction between “communicative” and 
“cultural memory.”  See Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity,” 
New German Critique 65 (Spring-Summer, 1995): 125-133. 
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consequences because to him the meaningfulness of his act is not in the story that 

follows.”358  The difficulty, however, is that how memory is constructed – how events are 

(re-)interpreted, and truths, drawn – ultimately depends upon who does the constructing.  

In order for this more distant sort of memory to be constructed in a manner conducive to 

constitutional patriotism’s continued viability, it must be constructed by liberal 

democrats.  Therefore, so long as there are citizens who are not committed to the goals of 

constitutional patriotism and its foundational political principles, memory can be 

constructed in manners that undermine constitutional patriotism and that further opposing 

projects like illiberal nationalism.  In short, even though some citizens might develop 

free-standing commitments to the liberal democratic principles which underpin 

constitutional patriotism, other citizens might have to depend more heavily on their 

awareness and understandings of history.  When the memories of the latter group fade 

and/or are (re-)constructed in illiberal and anti-democratic manners, so too do their 

disavowals of nationalism – and thus grows the allure of illiberal nationalism. 

This leads us to a second relative weakness.  As we have seen above, 

constitutional patriotism’s relative strength lies in the fact that it dares to proclaim certain 

liberal democratic principles fundamental to the state.  At the same time, however, 

constitutional patriotism focuses narrowly, if not exclusively, on those political 

principles.  Whereas citizens under liberal nationalism collectively interpret their national 

community’s defining social norms and cultural ideals in addition to its political 
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principles, citizens under constitutional patriotism only collectively interpret the state’s 

political principles.  Proponents of constitutional patriotism insist upon this narrow focus 

because they perceive a troubling association between the nation and illiberalism – an 

association that might not necessarily be logical, but that is certainly historical.  Barring a 

historical event so spectacular so as to completely rid citizens of the inclination to 

succumb to the allures of the nationalism, however, constitutional patriotism risks 

completely ceding those resources to illiberal political forces.  A troubling possibility 

thereby emerges where constitutional patriots, observing a strict separation of the state 

and the nation, propagate an official liberal democratic understanding of the state on the 

one hand while illiberal nationalists, observing no such separation, promote unofficial 

illiberal understandings of the national community – reactionary, xenophobic, and 

nativist359 – on the other hand.  Even if constitutional patriotism can stand on its own as a 

plausible source of bounded solidarity, its narrow focus hinders its ability to compete 

against rival sources of solidarity that unabashedly draw upon a greater variety of 

powerful resources. 

This is a danger that Habermas himself seems to acknowledge.  At the end of his 

account of constitutional patriotism, Habermas stipulates that constitutional patriotism 

                                                 

359 The Nazi Party advanced the most notorious example of such an understanding of a national 
community.  Drawing upon German volkisch (“people’s thought”), the Nazis depicted “an idealized 
German people, mystically related to a sacred landscape and expressing a unique German soul – more 
natural, spiritual, intuitive, and idealistic than the rationalist humanism of Britain and France (Robert 
Strayer, “Communism and fascism,” in The Cambridge World History Volume 7: Production, Destruction 
and Connection, 1750-Present, Part 1: Structures, Spaces, and Boundary Making, ed. J.R. McNeill and 
Kenneth Pomeranz (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 448. [Strayer, “Communism and 
fascism,” 448.]).” 
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can only succeed if citizens, behaving as constitutional patriots, interpret the foundational 

political principles of the liberal democratic state in manners that lend support to a 

welfare state.  The welfare state is not simply a possible expression of constitutional 

patriotism; it is a precondition of constitutional patriotism’s success – even if the welfare 

state (in Aristotelean terms) is accidental to the definition of constitutional patriotism 

rather than essential. 

Now, it might seem prima facie that Habermas adds this caveat in an effort to 

reinforce the solidarity that citizens as constitutional patriots share by virtue of their 

collective deliberation of the fundamental political principles of the liberal democratic 

state.  After all, the welfare state can be construed as one way in which citizens can 

exhibit mutual concern – in particular, for the rich to exhibit concern for the poor.  So, it 

would follow that when a welfare state is in place, constitutional patriots recognize that 

they do not merely share in a political culture; they also recognize that they share in one 

another’s material well-being – one another’s economic fates. 

While this may be the case, Habermas’s stipulation points to something more 

serious.  It points to the fact that citizens will more likely be illiberal nationalists than 

constitutional patriots if there does not exist a welfare state that can ensure broadly-

shared economic prosperity.  By extension, it also points to the fact that citizens will 

more likely be illiberal nationalists if economic circumstances are not strong enough to 

support such a welfare state.  There are two reasons for why this is the case.  First, 

constitutional patriotism must prove that it can secure desirable results.  In Habermas’s 

words, constitutional patriotism must pay off “not only in terms of liberal individual 
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rights in the enjoyment of social and cultural rights… [but also] in the form of social 

security and the reciprocal recognition of different cultural forms of life” – that is, in the 

realization of “material conditions of preferred forms of life.”360  Second, in the absence 

of broadly shared economic prosperity, many citizens will not be moved to pay attention 

to the foundational political principles of the liberal democratic state.  Instead, they will 

focus on who has economic power and who lacks economic power, and the only thing 

that will be able to bind them together will be a shared nationalistic consciousness.  

Citizens will therefore become more vulnerable to the siren calls of illiberal nationalism.  

As Habermas notes, 

...in most Western and Northern and European countries, the welfare-state’s 
pacification of class antagonisms ha[s] given rise to a new situation… Within a 
single generation the status of citizens, however imperfect, was markedly 
improved in its legal and material substance… this made citizens themselves 
more keenly aware of the priority of the issue of the implementation of basic 
rights – of the priority that the real nation of citizens must maintain over the 
imagined ethnic-cultural nation…. The system of rights was extended under the 
economically favorable conditions of a comparatively long period of economic 
growth.  Each individual could come to recognize and appreciate citizenship 
status as that which links her with the other members of the political community 
and makes her at the same time dependent upon and co-responsible for them.  It 
became clear to all that private and public autonomy presuppose one another in 
the circuit of reproduction and improvement of the conditions and preferred way 
of life [emphasis added].361 

                                                 

360 Habermas, “ENS,” 119. 
361 Habermas, “ENS,” 119-20.  Incidentally, this adds an additional layer to the aforementioned problem of 
initiation: if an adequately-functioning welfare state is a precondition for constitutional patriotism’s 
viability, then can constitutional patriotism be initiated in the absence of an adequately-functioning welfare 
state? 
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 This stipulation that constitutional patriotism can only sustain itself if citizens 

enjoy widespread prosperity and if constitutional patriotism can plausibly claim to be 

responsible for that prosperity might, at first glance, seem rather innocuous.  After all, the 

observation that constitutional patriotism depends on prosperity does not seem that 

different from the more basic observation that liberal democracy itself depends on 

prosperity.  For example, Carl Cohen argues that democracy depends on the capacity and 

inclination of citizens to actively participate in the democratic process.  Pervasive 

economic malaise 

compel[s] their (citizens’) attention to be given largely or exclusively to the 
problem of survival for self and family… [rather than to supporting] a vigorous 
democracy… [and renders it more difficult] to have the time and patience deep 
democracy requires… [or] to inform themselves adequately on public affairs, to 
discuss public issues effectively, to organize efficiently, and to keep contact with 
their deputies…. It is the affluent who can afford to be public-spirited citizens.362 

My contention here, however, is that the likes of Habermas are forced to make 

this addendum precisely because they disavow the nation as a source of solidarity.  By 

refusing to draw upon the resources of the nation, constitutional patriotism renders itself 

more vulnerable to economic circumstances and less capable of defending itself against 

illiberal alternatives than it otherwise would be.  Having disavowed the resources of the 

nation, the solidarity constitutional patriotism promises to foster rests upon citizens’ 

commitment to the foundational political principles of the liberal democratic state and 

citizens’ assessment that those principles can in fact ‘deliver the goods.’  So, if citizens 
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determine that those principles do not deliver the goods, then they will be moved to 

disavow those political principles, and the sense of solidarity that has been developed on 

top of those principles will dissolve.  Dire economic circumstances or, worse still, 

declining economic circumstances are therefore ripe for exploitation by the forces of 

illiberal nationalism: illiberal nationalists can appeal to the resources of the nation to 

advance their own brand of solidarity while proponents of constitutional patriotism can 

only plead with citizens to remain faithful to the very principles that citizens have either 

disavowed or begun to doubt. 

If constitutional patriotism were not so squeamish about appealing to the 

resources of the nation – if it were more like liberal nationalism – then it (constitutional 

patriotism) would be less beholden to economic circumstances.363  In the face of 

economic difficulty, it would, at least, be able to fall back on the resources of the nation 

to sustain itself and to prevent illiberal nationalists from laying exclusive claim to those 

resources.  As a result, it would become more difficult for illiberal nationalists to construe 

themselves as the defenders of the country and its way of life and to demonize their 

liberal democratic opponents as foreign agents – figurative (e.g., as “liberal elites” who 

are “not real Americans”) or literal (e.g., as “doing the bidding of Brussels and the 

European Union”). 

                                                 

363 To this point, it is revealing that even though liberal nationalists agree with advocates of constitutional 
patriotism that the welfare state ultimately can only sustain itself if it is supported by the trust bounded 
solidarity generates, the likes of Miller, Kymlicka, and Banting do not construe the welfare state and, more 
fundamentally, favourable economic conditions as preconditions of liberal nationalistic solidarity. 
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‘Compromised’ Liberal Nationalism, and the Need for Something More 

We therefore have reason to believe that neither constitutional patriotism nor liberal 

nationalism can independently serve as the foundation of an unoppressive and non-

tyrannical liberal democratic stability.  On the one hand, liberal nationalism ties the 

legitimacy of a national identity to that identity’s emergence in open and inclusive 

discussion.  So, under the liberal nationalist framework, proactive measures undertaken 

by government or elites to guide nationals towards a liberal democratic understanding of 

national identity, to consolidate a liberal democratic understanding of national identity 

that no longer reflects the broad consensus of nationals, and to prevent nationals from 

developing radically divergent understandings of the national identity risk undermining 

the legitimacy of national identity in question.  On the other hand, even though 

constitutional patriotism escapes these potential pitfalls by setting a fixed political-

philosophical point to anchor citizens’ collective reflections in the political sphere, it can 

only succeed if citizens are already somewhat predisposed to support those political 

principles.  Constitutional patriotism therefore has an initiation problem.  It is unclear 

whether or not constitutional patriotism can get off the ground and running without either 

relapsing into liberal nationalism or having to rely on special historical circumstances to 

shock citizens into becoming liberal democrats.  Moreover, by disavowing the resources 

of the nation, constitutional patriotism does not merely render itself more vulnerable to 

unfavourable economic circumstances than it otherwise would be; it also leaves those 

resources open to uncontested exploitation by the forces of illiberal nationalism.  So, 
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even if constitutional patriotism can potentially sustain itself, it is unclear if it can 

successfully compete against illiberal forms of nationalism. 

 It does not follow, however, that we should therefore dismiss constitutional 

patriotism and liberal nationalism entirely.  Indeed, I submit that a broadly liberal 

nationalist strategy which makes certain concessions to constitutional patriotism and is 

willing to trade-off some degree of its own legitimacy can help us resolve the problem at 

hand.  After all, liberal nationalism does offer some useful insights.  It understands that it 

is often necessary to draw upon the resources of the nation to develop a preliminary 

foundation of solidarity – a basic sense of trust that can serve as a source of stability.  

With that, by appealing to the nation, liberal nationalism blunts the ability of illiberal 

nationalism to claim those resources for themselves without contestation, thereby making 

the project of liberal democratic political friendship more competitive.  So, if liberal 

nationalism is willing to mimic constitutional patriotism by setting a fixed political-

philosophical point to anchor citizens/co-nationals’ collective deliberations in the 

political-public sphere, then it can mitigate against the risk that citizens/co-nationals will 

develop illiberal and anti-democratic understandings of their shared civic-national 

identity, as well as against the risk that citizens/co-nationals will develop disparate 

understandings of the nation state. 

Certainly, setting such a fixed political-philosophical point (i.e., designating 

certain political principles ‘fundamental’) might compromise the legitimacy of that civic-

national identity.  After all, under strict liberal nationalist criteria, attempts to guide a 

citizenry that largely understands its civic-national identity in illiberal and anti-
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democratic terms towards a liberal democratic understanding risk undermining the 

legitimacy of that civic-national identity.  However, from the standpoint of attaining an 

unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability, it is surely preferable to 

have a liberal democratic national identity whose legitimacy is somewhat compromised 

than an illiberal, anti-democratic, and, perhaps, exclusionary national identity whose 

legitimacy is unblemished or, alternatively, a fully legitimate liberal democratic national 

identity that has effectively passed away.  

Ultimately, however, we must conclude that this compromised version of liberal 

nationalism can only serve as one component of a broader account of liberal democratic 

political friendship.  Liberal nationalists maintain that citizens’/co-nationals’ shared 

identification with either a common set of political principles or a shared group will 

generate bounded solidarity and mutual trust.  This is certainly a warranted claim.  

However, as we shall see, it does not follow that such solidarity will be able to sustain 

itself once it has been established.  So, compromised liberal nationalism can only serve as 

part of a broader solution to the problem at hand, for compromised liberal nationalism 

does not provide an account of how citizens/co-nationals must behave – what sorts of 

practices or techniques they must employ and, more fundamentally, what sorts of 

mindsets they must adopt beyond the sharing of a common political/public identity – to 

sustain that sense of bounded solidarity.  Compromised liberal nationalism cannot ensure 

that citizens/co-nationals will know how to manage those differences and disagreements. 

 Now, there is reason to believe that compromised liberal nationalism offers a sort 

of bounded solidarity that is more robust than that offered by constitutional patriotism.  
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Recall that constitutional patriotism demands that the foundational political principles of 

the liberal democratic state must become “enduringly linked with the motivations and 

convictions of the citizens.”364  When this occurs, Habermas claims, citizens will be 

motivated to participate in the political culture.  They will then deepen their commitment 

to those political principles by developing a specific interpretation of those principles, 

and they will develop a sense of bounded solidarity. 

 How do constitutional patriots interact with one another?  Habermas does not 

provide an explicit answer, but Jan-Werner Müller, in his alternative “free-standing” 

account of constitutional patriotism, does: the bounded solidarity generated by 

constitutional patriotism manifests itself as a combination of “civic trust” and “civic 

empowerment.”365  On the one hand, the foundational political principles of the liberal 

democratic state provide minorities with the “moral motivation” necessary to remain 

committed to the regime, even if they might lose out on vital issues: the political 

principles “furnish… minorities with good, normative reasons to give what political 

scientists sometimes call ‘losers’ consent.’”366  On the other hand, those same principles 

empower minorities with a moral language to contest the decisions of the majority: since 

the majority is committed to the same political principles, minorities can appeal to the 

majority’s desire to live up to those principles – perhaps, via civil disobedience.  In this 

manner, constitutional patriotism motivates citizens to remain committed to liberal 
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democracy and to ensure that their society lives up to those principles.  Constitutional 

patriots are willing to forgo some of their immediate, personal interests for the sake of the 

broader political community. 

Taken by itself, the solidarity constitutional patriotism promises is a mediated sort 

of solidarity.  Having committed themselves to the foundational political principles of the 

liberal democratic state, citizens who are constitutional patriots pay attention to one 

another insofar as doing so helps them ensure that their society is in fact living up to its 

foundational liberal democratic principles.  The problem with this, however, is that 

capacity and practice do not necessarily follow from belief: just because citizens have 

committed themselves to realizing a society that lives up to its fundamental liberal 

democratic principles does not mean that they (citizens) will know how they must go 

about realizing such a society and/or that they will be capable of doing what it takes to 

realize such a society.  Indeed, citizens who have committed themselves to liberal 

democracy will not necessarily know how they must behave in order to even accurately 

judge whether or not the liberal democratic state is living up to its foundational principles 

– what sorts of activities they must habitually perform, what sorts of criteria they should 

employ to judge whether or not their society is living up to its stated ideals, even, how 

they must consider and treat one another when making their assessments.  For example, 

citizens may assume that it is enough to base their assessments on their abilities to 

empathize, but fail to recognize that empathy is often unreliable – that people often 

unwittingly project their own thoughts and feelings onto others when attempting to ‘walk 
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in another’s shoes.’367  Despite their best intentions, such citizens may not realize that 

they must actively seek out opportunities to listen to what their fellow citizens have to say 

in order to make reasonably accurate judgments about whether or not their society is 

living up to its commitments.  As a result, there exists a very real danger that 

constitutional patriots will not be able to discern the ways in which their experiences as 

citizens may differ – indeed, the fact that those different experiences of citizenship even 

exist. 

What this means is that the solidarity promised by constitutional patriotism is 

rather superficial.  It is a solidarity in which people may think that they are united in a 

common cause (the realization of a more perfectly liberal democratic society) and that 

they pay adequate attention to one another – to their different experiences and to their 

disagreements – when they in fact do not.  By construing the solidarity promised by 

constitutional patriotism as a combination of civic trust and civic empowerment, Müller 

implicitly concedes this fact.  After all, minorities would not need to be ‘empowered’ in 

this manner if the majority actually does what it takes to determine with reasonable 

accuracy whether or not the political community lives up to its foundational principles 

and to rectify any injustices that they might identify.  In short, even if citizens do care 

about realizing a society that lives up to its foundational political principles, 

constitutional patriotism lacks the internal resources required to ensure that those citizens 
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will do what is necessary to further that objective.  As a result, the solidarity promised by 

constitutional patriotism looks less like a joint pursuit of justice than like a tenuous 

balancing act between motivating minorities to tolerate loss on the one hand (“civic 

trust”) and providing them with resources to remind the majority of the fact that the 

liberal democratic state’s practices do not yet live up to its stated political ideals on the 

other hand (“civic empowerment”).  It is thus unclear whether or not such a ‘solidarity’ 

can be considered solidarity at all.  Indeed, the more deeply entrenched citizens’ majority 

and minority statuses are, and the less capable the majority is of accurately assessing 

whether or not the foundational political principles of the liberal democratic state have 

become living realities, the more likely it is that minorities will have to appeal to drastic 

measures to exercise “civic empowerment.”  With that, the more minorities feel 

compelled to resort to such measures, the more difficult it becomes for such a ‘solidarity’ 

to sustain itself – to ensure that citizens will stick together. 

In contrast, as Miller explains, the solidarity promised by liberal nationalism is 

modeled on the solidarity produced by shared group membership.  When one is a 

member of a particular group, one acknowledges that the obligations one owes to fellow 

group members are distinct from those one owes people generally.  More than that: one 

also feels a sense of loyalty to the group.  This motivates him/her to afford the interests of 

his/her fellow group members special concern and generates the expectation that his/her 

fellow group members will consider his/her interests in a similar manner.  Why, 

according to Miller, will this sense of group loyalty motivate group members to act in this 

manner?  First, even though conflicts may exist between one’s individual goals and the 
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goals of one’s group, sharp conflicts do not necessarily have to arise, for one’s personal 

welfare is bound up or aligned with the welfare of the group.  So, contributing to the 

group is “a form of goal-fulfillment.”368  Second, the mutual nature of group ethics 

generates an expectation that group members will benefit in some way from their 

membership in the group.  This is not to say that self-interest is the main reason why 

group members act to sustain the group; the expected costs of group participation likely 

exceed the expected benefits.  Rather, it is to say that “the act of making a contribution is 

not a pure loss… because [such acts help to]… sustain a set of relationships from 

which… [they stand] to benefit to some degree.”369  So, the conflict between the personal 

goals of group members and the goals of the group as a corporate whole become 

“soften[ed]… so that ethical behavior becomes easier for imperfect altruistic agents.”370 

The bonds co-nationals share under liberal nationalism are thus less superficial 

than those that fellow citizens share under constitutional patriotism.  Whereas 

constitutional patriots pay attention to one another insofar as doing so helps to further a 

                                                 

368 Miller, ON, 67. 
369 Miller, ON, 67. 
370 Miller, ON, 67.  Note, however, that according to Miller, the case of nationality has some peculiarities.  
Nationality can inspire particularly fierce loyalties and spectacular sacrifices, yet it is unclear what sorts of 
rights and obligations flow from nationality; given that a nation is abstract and imagined, it is sometimes 
unclear where those rights and obligations come from.  Miller therefore argues that, in the case of 
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(Miller, ON, 68.).”  The public culture is shaped by a historically-steeped political debate. So, not unlike 
how Michael Walzer understands justice to be an expression of a people’s collective self-understanding 
(Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice: A Defense of Pluralism and Equality (United States of America: 
Basic Books, Inc., 1983), Miller maintains that political debate shapes the nation’s political culture and that 
that political culture, in turn, defines the rights and obligations of co-nationals (Miller, ON, 68). 
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particular interpretation of liberal democratic justice, co-nationals under liberal 

nationalism afford one another special consideration by virtue of their shared national 

membership.  Moreover, since the individual member of the nation understands his/her 

personal welfare to be bound up with that of the national community, he/she also 

perceives his/her personal welfare to be bound up with the welfare of his/her co-

nationals.  So, co-nationals are more likely to remain committed to the national 

community – even if they suffer injustices or find that they contribute to the community 

more than they benefit from it. 

Despite all of this, however, group infighting and ruptures happen all the time.  

Civil wars are fought, teams dissolve, and even marriages fall apart.  This is because even 

though group members may perceive their individual interests to be bound up with the 

interests of their fellow group members and of the group as a corporate whole, and even 

though they may afford those other interests special consideration, group members are 

not thereby necessarily empowered with the techniques required to manage their 

differences and disagreements in a sustainable manner.  As a result, conflicts can arise 

when the personal interests of individual group members, as well as the interests of the 

group as a corporate whole, diverge or when group members understand the interests of 

the group differently. 

Now, Miller does acknowledge that such conflicts among the various interests in 

question, as well as among group members’ different understandings of those interests, 

can arise.  With that, he recognizes that the perceived distribution of benefits and burdens 

may not be perfectly even or equitable.  Still, he insists that group members are unlikely 
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to defect, for they recognize that their long-term individual interests are bound up with 

the group’s long-term interests and because those interests tend to align: “… there need 

be no sharp conflict between fulfilling my obligations and pursuing my own goals and 

purposes… The group’s interests are among the goals that I set myself to advance.”371 

This only goes to say, however, that group members will be willing to tough it out when 

circumstances get tough; it does not go to show that group members will be capable of 

resolving those conflicts, should they emerge.  Nor does it go to show that group 

members will be capable of living together in spite of those conflicts, should they fail to 

resolve those conflicts.  The problem with this is that there is surely a limit to how much 

the mere recognition that one’s long-term interests are bound up with the long-term 

interest of one’s fellow group members, as well as with the long-term interests of the 

group, can compel the individual member to stay – to continue toughing it out.  Even 

loyalty has a breaking point. 

Contrast this with how Allenian political friends would consider one another.  As 

discussed in the previous chapter, Allenian political friends have experienced a 

transformation in how they understand their respective self-interests, from rivalrous 

(“pleonexia”) to equitable.  They no longer pursue their own interests without regard to 

how those pursuits might affect others, but instead treat the good of others as part of their 

own self-interests.  As a result, Allenian political friends are more inclined to develop the 

techniques required to manage their differences and disagreements equitably.  They are 
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more inclined to receive a smaller share than they otherwise would receive and to 

willingly make themselves vulnerable to one another: they share power and make 

voluntary sacrifices. 

We discussed in the previous chapter how Allenian political friendship can only 

serve as one component of a broader understanding of liberal democratic political 

friendship.  Taken by itself, Allenian political friendship can neither guarantee that 

citizens will be liberal democrats nor motivate citizens to practice political friendship 

with the sorts of citizens that they would otherwise rarely come across – citizens who fall 

on the other sides of social cleavages.  Still, setting those problems aside for now, we can 

see how the Allenian model exposes the shortcomings of the liberal nationalist model.  

The latter motivates co-nationals to be loyal to one another and to their nation in the face 

of difference and disagreement, and it encourages co-nationals to maintain faith in the 

long-term alignment of their respective interests.  In contrast, the former motivates 

citizens to acquire with the techniques and the dispositions required to manage their 

differences and disagreements equitably and, as a result, sustainably.  Therefore, even 

though the cultivation of Allenian political friendship may be a loftier endeavour than the 

cultivation of liberal nationalism, the sense of togetherness Allenian political friendship 

offers is more sustainable than that offered by liberal nationalism – less vulnerable to 

internal ruptures. 

Necessary but Insufficient, and What Lies Ahead 

Constitutional patriotism and liberal nationalism both promise to cultivate a sense of 

bounded solidarity that conforms to the normative contours of liberal democracy.  
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Constitutional patriotism aims to develop such a solidarity on top of citizens’ 

commitments to the fundamental political principles of the liberal democratic state, 

whereas liberal nationalism aims to do so by thinning the solidarity co-nationals may 

share into compliance with liberal democracy.  I have argued that both suffer from certain 

inadequacies that render them unfit as standalone solutions to the problem we are 

addressing here.  Liberal nationalism’s understanding of legitimacy undermines its ability 

to ensure that nationals will indeed arrive at a liberal democratic understanding of their 

national identity and that they will not develop unworkably divergent understandings of 

that identity.  Meanwhile, constitutional patriotism’s refusal to ground its brand of 

bounded solidarity in anything but (a particular interpretation of) the foundational 

political principles of the liberal democratic state undermines its ability to self-initiate, as 

well as its ability to survive during unfavourable or declining economic circumstances 

and to compete against illiberal and anti-democratic brands of nationalism.  In other 

words, constitutional patriotism cannot promise that its brand of bounded solidarity will 

be reasonably sustainable – indeed, that its brand of bounded solidarity will even exist – 

while liberal nationalism cannot promise that its brand of bounded solidarity will in fact 

be liberal. 

 I have also demonstrated, however, that a compromised version of liberal 

nationalism can contribute to an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic 

stability.  Willing to sacrifice some of its own legitimacy, such a liberal nationalism 

draws upon the resources of the nation to cultivate a preliminary foundation of solidarity 

all the while mitigating against the risk that citizens/co-nationals will develop illiberal or 
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radically divergent understandings of their civic-national identity.  It fixes a political-

philosophical point to anchor citizens’/co-nationals’ collective reflections of their shared 

civic-national identity. 

 I ultimately concluded that a compromised liberal nationalism, pursued by itself, 

cannot serve as a total solution to problem at hand, for it does not adequately equip 

citizens/co-nationals with the disposition and the techniques required to either 

acknowledge their differences and disagreements (constitutional patriotism) or negotiate 

their differences and disagreements in a sustainable manner (liberal nationalism).  Still, I 

submit that it is only reasonable and prudent for us to try to salvage the benefits of this 

brand of bounded solidarity.  Therefore, in what follows, I shall reconcile this 

compromised version of liberal nationalism with other resources and ways of conceiving 

political friendship in order to articulate a complete theory of political friendship that can 

sustain itself – a sort of political friendship that can serve as the foundation of an 

unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability. 

 



 

240 

CHAPTER 6 – Conclusion: Political Friendship: Perception, 
Commitment, and Practice 

We began our discussion, many pages ago, by establishing the importance of political 

friendship for liberal democracy.  In order for any liberal democracy to secure an 

unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability, citizens who may be 

strangers must share a political sense of togetherness that is rooted in a shared 

commitment to further the common advantage. This sense of togetherness must not only 

be sufficiently secure, capable of competing against illiberal and anti-democratic brands 

of togetherness; it must also be capable of accommodating or, preferably, encouraging 

the expression of difference and disagreement.  Only so can political friendship facilitate, 

rather than undermine, the identification and rectification of injustices; and only so can 

political friendship prevent itself from suppressing the expression of difference and 

disagreement – perhaps leading the eruption of even more extreme and violent forms of 

polarization. 

 What, however, does such political friendship look like?  We have considered two 

broad perspectives that promise to render citizens who are strangers political friends: 

political friendship as conceptual metaphor and political friendship by common 

membership.  The former seeks to fashion citizens political friends by virtue of the fact 

that they understand politics and their social relations through the metaphor of political 

friendship, whereas the latter, exemplified by “constitutional patriotism” and “liberal 

nationalism,” attempts to fashion citizens political friends by virtue of the fact that they 

share a common civic and/or national identity.  While I concluded that neither 
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perspective can, on its own, serve as the adequate foundation of an unoppressive and non-

tyrannical liberal democratic stability, my investigation did reveal that they each provide 

valuable insights into some of the components of an adequate liberal democratic 

understanding of political friendship.  

We are therefore now in a position to articulate an understanding of political 

friendship that can potentially serve as the foundation of an unoppressive and non-

tyrannical liberal democratic stability.  In what follows, I first draw upon our previous 

discussions to articulate how citizens must understand politics and their social relations, 

if they are to be the sorts of people capable of sharing in political friendship.  They must 

share a basic sense of togetherness that is rooted in their common citizenship and 

nationality – in a common civic-national identity, grounded in a particular (and revisable) 

interpretation of fundamental liberal democratic principles and in the defining social 

norms, cultural ideas, history, and even language of the national community.  More than 

that, on top of this basic sense of togetherness, political friends must also incorporate the 

good of their fellow citizens into their own self-interests by virtue of understanding 

politics and their social relations through the ‘thin’ metaphor of political friendship.  

Should this happen, citizens will be motivated to express their differences and 

disagreements to one another for the sake of identifying and rectifying various forms of 

injustice; and should they succeed, society will also become all the more stable.  I bolster 

my conception of political friendship by noting ways in which it is more viable than 

alternative understandings of liberal democratic political friendship. 
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Second, I demonstrate that political friendship will not be able to secure the 

unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability for which we have been 

looking, however, if it remains purely a mental phenomenon.  In order for political 

friendship to fulfill its promise, for it must operate on the level of practice.  Political 

friends do not need to practice political friendship with each and every one of their fellow 

citizens, but they must, by in large, practice political friendship with a subset of the 

citizenry that can be plausibly described as representative of the citizenry as a whole.  

Only then can citizens have a general sense that their fellow citizens are acting in 

manners befitting political friendship, and only then can an adequately robust “culture of 

trust” which can overcome the problem of social segregation emerge. 

Third, I outline how political friendship can indeed become a practice rather than 

a mere mental phenomenon.  Political friendship can begin to become a practice when 

citizens possess the techniques of political friendship required to follow through on their 

commitment to attain and sustain an equitable accommodation of their differences and 

disagreements – all in manners that conform to the broad normative contours of liberal 

democracy.  Beyond understanding that the aspirations of liberal democracy are not 

necessarily at odds with the aspirations of the nation state, citizens must be capable of 

demonstrating that they are willing to consent to smaller shares than they would 

otherwise receive, of applying the same standards of conduct to themselves as they do to 

others, of addressing their fellow citizens as judges rather than as inferiors, and – 

importantly – of resisting the temptation to treat their political opponents as enemies 

during political contestation.  These commitments and techniques can be instilled by an 
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education regime that construes liberal democratic political principles as expressions of 

the national community and that offers citizens opportunities to develop the habit of 

collective decision making. 

In addition, I argue that political friendship can become a practice when societal 

and political institutions are organized in ways that facilitate the practice of political 

friendship across social cleavages.  Such an institutional terrain would comprise a series 

of political and economic associations that are characterized by both internal democracy 

and internal pluralism.  The voluntary associations found in civil society are less 

conducive to the practice of political friendship: not only is it more likely that they are 

characterized by internal homogeneity; it is also less likely that they are capable of 

withstanding internal conflict.  However, some voluntary associations – those organized 

around subjects which are not fundamental to people’s identities and self-understandings 

– can potentially serve as the basis of an initial familiarity that can potentially be 

nourished into something more substantial. 

To conclude, I offer some remarks on how to increase the probability that my 

proposed understanding of political friendship will fulfill its promise.  The successful 

practice of political friendship demands that material inequality be limited so that citizens 

can have a sense that they are in fact members of the same polity – that their fellow 

citizens are indeed people with whom they ought to practice political friendship.  With 

that, the successful practice of political friendship demands that citizens be capable of 

resisting the temptation to construe their political opponents as enemies and, with that, to 

view politics as war by alternative means.  This demand becomes less onerous when 
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campaign seasons are appropriately circumscribed; when campaign seasons are not 

endless, it becomes more likely that citizens will be able to compete with one another all 

the while continuing to understand politics and their social relations through the metaphor 

of political friendship. 

A Plausible Understanding of Political Friendship 

Recall that at the outset of Part II, I distinguished among different sorts of political 

friendship on the basis of their relative degrees of abstractness and concreteness.  The 

most concrete sort of political friendship exists among citizens who know one another 

personally, while the most abstract consists of how citizens understand politics and their 

social relations – the cognitive lens or metaphor(s) through which they understand their 

social world.  Meanwhile, the third understanding, which lies somewhere in between the 

other two, exists among citizens who share a common identity or, put differently, are 

members of the same polity – not unlike how a sort of friendship exists among fellow 

alumni of the same school or members of the same club. 

 The conception of political friendship I am now proposing – that which, I submit, 

can serve as the foundation of an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic 

stability – is a composite of various iterations of these different sorts of political 

friendship.  That is, under my conception of political friendship, citizens are political 

friends by virtue of how they understand their political and social relations, by virtue of 

the common identity they share, and by virtue of the flesh-and-blood fellow citizens with 

whom they ‘practice’ political friendship. 
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 Citizens who are political friends first share a civic-national identity whose 

content is determined by their shared understanding of the fundamental political 

principles of liberal democracy and by the social norms, cultural ideals, history, and, 

perhaps, language of the national community.  This shared liberal democratic civic-

national identity contributes to an unoppressive and non-tyrannical stability in a variety 

of ways.  By virtue of being rooted, in part, in liberal democratic principles, it ensures 

that citizens will be committed to liberal democracy – to the institutions and norms which 

safeguard against tyranny.  More than that, by virtue of also being rooted in the national 

community, it reduces the likelihood that citizens will be seduced by alternative illiberal 

and anti-democratic understandings of the national community, as well as the likelihood 

that they will develop illiberal brands of national solidarity or political friendship. 

Meanwhile, this shared identity instils a basic sense of togetherness that spans the 

entirety of the citizenry.  This basic sense of togetherness encourages citizens to begin 

developing a degree of mutual acceptance, cooperation, and mutual support.  This does 

not, by itself, as I have argued, render citizens capable of effectively negotiating their 

differences and disagreements, but it does make it more likely that they will continue 

toughing it out and sticking together when tensions arise and when they might be tempted 

to defect – either because they are becoming frustrated with one another or because they 

find the pursuit of their respective short-term self-interests (regardless of the effects of 

those pursuits on others) more worthwhile. 

 On top of this basic sort of civic-national political friendship, citizens who are 

political friends also understand politics and their social relations through the metaphor of 
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political friendship, thinly construed.  That is, they are also political friends by virtue of 

the fact that they understand their shared citizenship in terms of friendship and by virtue 

of the fact that they express that friendship by incorporating the good of their fellow 

citizens into their own respective self-interest.  As a result of also being political friends 

in this more abstract sense, citizens are not merely motivated to tolerate their differences 

and disagreements; they are motivated to actively seek an equitable accommodation of 

their differences and disagreements.  What this means is that citizens will be predisposed 

to do what is necessary to realize an equitable distribution of sacrifice.  They will aim to 

express their differences and disagreements to one another and, importantly, to take one 

another seriously.  More than that, they will be willing to consent to limits on their own 

agency – to receive smaller shares than they would otherwise receive.  In particular, those 

who are privileged will be willing to share power with both the underprivileged and those 

whom they (the privileged) might wittingly or unwittingly oppress. 

 This additional dimension of political friendship makes the realization of an 

unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability more likely in a variety of 

ways.  First, the metaphor furthers justice because it makes citizens the sorts of citizens 

who are committed to identifying and rectifying sites of injustice – in particular, 

oppressive social hierarchies or modalities of truth which deny the coherence, legitimacy, 

and nationality of the underprivileged and the oppressed.  For instance, as I note above, 

the powerful and the privileged will become motivated to seek opportunities to listen to 

their less powerful and underprivileged counterparts, to rectify unjust social and political 

arrangements, and, perhaps, to even deliberate, revisit, and revise (with their fellow 
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citizens) a shared understanding of political justice.  Second, and by extension, the 

metaphor helps generate stability.  This can partly be attributed to the fact that the 

metaphor motivates citizens to express their differences and disagreements: it becomes 

less likely that citizens will resort to extreme measures to simply be heard (let alone to 

rectify perceived injustices), just as it becomes less likely that citizens’ differences and 

disagreements, by virtue of being suppressed, will explode.  However, it can also be 

attributed to the fact that the metaphor prepares citizens to receive expressions of 

difference and disagreement constructively.  By encouraging citizens to incorporate the 

good of others into their own self-interests, the metaphor reduces the likelihood that the 

expression of difference and disagreement – indeed, political competition – will devolve 

into a de facto war among enemies. 

 Moreover, the metaphor can pave the way towards the emergence of a culture of 

trust, on top of which citizens can pursue (and, ultimately, can reach) an accommodation 

of their respective interests and conceptions of justice.  Such a culture of trust, of course, 

cannot be expected to be grounded in the verification that each and every one of their 

fellow citizens is indeed motivated to pursue an equitable accommodation of their 

differences and disagreements; citizens in large liberal democratic societies cannot be 

expected to be personal political friends with all of their fellow citizens.  However, 

should citizens come to understand politics and their social relations through the 

metaphor of political friendship, they will gain the disposition to behave like political 

friends – that is, to do what they should do to realize a mutual accommodation on their 

own impetus, without having first observed their fellow citizens doing the same; and the 
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more they perform the activities required to attain that goal, the more they will perform 

those acts of political friendship as a matter of habit.  Certainly, this does not mean that 

individual citizens will be content to continue acting as political friends when everyone 

around them clearly does not.  However, this does go to suggest that so long as citizens 

have a general sense that their fellow citizens also tend to behave as political friends – so 

long as they have enough concrete, personal political friends to develop this sense – they 

will behave like political friends even if they observe some of their fellow citizens 

shirking their civic responsibilities.  In other words, when citizens understand politics and 

their social relations through the metaphor of political friendship, they can indeed, as 

Allen suggests, potentially “become friends simply by acting as if they were friends” – 

but only when they observe some of their flesh-and-blood fellow citizens acting in similar 

manners.  Should this occur, the general sense will emerge that citizens are generally part 

of the same project – that they are partners in the pursuit of justice.  As a result, trust will 

emerge, and the stability of liberal democratic society will deepen. 

 We have reason to believe that this conception of political friendship – should it 

become something that citizens actually practice, rather than merely a way of thinking372 

– would be more successful at serving as the foundation of an unoppressive and non-

tyrannical liberal democratic stability than alternative, less complex understandings of 

political friendship.  First, unlike Allen’s understanding of political friendship as a 

                                                 

372 In the second half of this chapter, I discuss how political friendship can become something that citizens 
practice with a representative subset of the total citizenry – not merely a set of beliefs, ways of thinking, 
and commitments. 
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metaphor, my understanding of political friendship ensures that citizens will remain 

committed to liberal democracy and that they will share a basic sense of togetherness that 

spans the entirety of the polity.  As I argued in Chapter 4, these are goods that Allen’s 

metaphor of political friendship, by itself, cannot secure on its own.  The metaphor does 

not necessitate a commitment to liberal democracy, for it does not necessarily follow 

from the fact that citizens consider one another through the metaphor of political 

friendship, so understood, that they will understand politics in liberal democratic terms.  

That is, the predisposition to pursue the end of equity does not necessitate a 

predisposition to appeal to liberal democratic means like mutual sacrifice and power 

sharing.  So, there may be circumstances where people deem the resources of liberal 

democracy less capable of fostering equity, cooperation, and stability than alternative 

social and political arrangements – notably, less capable than the guidance of an 

enlightened dictator or of a prudent, authoritarian-paternalistic government, unobstructed 

by the built-in inefficiencies of democratic deliberation.  With that, the metaphor of 

political friendship, operating by itself, cannot ensure trust and stability; the metaphor 

cannot guarantee that citizens who are equipped with the techniques required to follow 

through on their commitment to equity373 will practice political friendship across social 

cleavages and that the “culture of trust” they develop will encompass the entirety of the 

polity.  Rather, it can only make it more likely that citizens will practice political 

                                                 

373 We will see below that these techniques do not necessarily emerge from the metaphor of political 
friendship. 
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friendship with citizens whose cooperation they deem necessary to survive and prosper – 

most likely, those whom they already tend to come across. 

 My understanding of political friendship can overcome these shortcomings 

because it also renders citizens political friends by virtue of the liberal democratic civic-

national identity they share.  Since political friends, on my account, are also political 

friends on this dimension, they are committed to liberal democracy and, thus, are 

motivated to pursue an equitable accommodation of their differences and disagreements 

through means that are consistent with the normative contours of liberal democracy – 

means like power sharing, rather than enlightened dictatorship or authoritarian 

paternalism.  With that, since they share a basic sense of togetherness that spans the 

entirety of the polity – not only a sense of togetherness with those fellow citizens whose 

cooperation they deem necessary to survive and flourish or merely with those citizens 

they happen to come across – citizens are more likely motivated to seek out opportunities 

to practice political friendship across social cleavages.  It thereby becomes more likely 

that the individual citizen will incorporate the good of all of his/her fellow citizens into 

his/her own self-interest, even if those citizens belong to different racial, ethnic, religious, 

cultural, economic, and/or political groups or categories. 

 Second, my conception of political friendship will more likely succeed at securing 

and maintaining an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal democratic stability than 

either liberal nationalism or constitutional patriotism, for my conception also renders 

citizens metaphoric political friends.  As we saw in Chapter 5, even though constitutional 

patriotism and liberal nationalism both promise to instill a basic sense of “bounded 
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solidarity” that can motivate citizens who disagree and have differences to stick together 

for a time, neither actually encourages citizens to pay attention to their differences and 

disagreements.  With that, neither equips citizens with the techniques required to manage 

those differences and disagreements equitably so that injustices can be identified and 

rectified and so that those differences and disagreements will not express themselves 

violently. 

Under constitutional patriotism, citizens only pay attention to one another insofar 

as doing so helps them ensure that their society is in fact living up to its foundational 

liberal democratic principles.  The problem with this is that just because citizens have 

committed themselves to realizing a society that lives up to its fundamental liberal 

democratic principles does not mean that they will know how they must go about 

realizing such a society and/or that they will be capable of doing what it takes to realize 

such a society.  Indeed, as I showed in the previous chapter, citizens who have committed 

themselves to liberal democracy will not necessarily know how they must behave in 

order to accurately judge whether or not the liberal democratic state is living up to its 

foundational principles.374  As a result, there exists a danger that citizens, under 

constitutional patriotism, will not be able to discern the ways in which their experiences 

                                                 

374 As I note in the previous chapter, citizens who are constitutional patriots may assume that it is enough to 
base their assessments on their abilities to empathize, but fail to recognize that empathy is often unreliable 
– that people typically unwittingly project their own thoughts and feelings onto others when attempting to 
‘walk in another’s shoes.’  Despite their best intentions, citizens may not realize that they must actively 
seek out opportunities to listen to what their fellow citizens have to say in order to make reasonably 
accurate judgments about whether or not their society is living up to its commitments.   
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as citizens may differ; indeed, they might even fail to realize that such differences exist.  

They might think that they are united in a common cause and that they pay adequate 

attention to their differences and disagreements when they in fact do not.  It is more 

likely than not that injustices will thereby persist, and those who suffer from injustices 

will be moved to resort to increasingly drastic – and destabilizing – measures to make 

themselves heard. 

Likewise, even though citizens (or, more accurately stated, co-nationals) might 

perceive their individual interests to be bound up with the interests of fellow nationals 

and of the national community, and just because they might afford those interests special 

consideration, does not mean that they will be moved to manage their differences and 

disagreements equitably – let alone that they will be empowered with the concrete 

techniques required to negotiate and realize an equitable accommodation of those 

differences and disagreements.  Indeed should those interests diverge, proponents of 

liberal nationalism can only insist that nationals will probably not defect because they 

(nationals) recognize that their long-term individual interests are bound up with the 

national community’s long-term interests and because those interests tend to align.  As 

Miller argues, “… there need be no sharp conflict between fulfilling my obligations and 

pursuing my own goals and purposes.  The group’s interests are among the goals that I 

set myself to advance.”375  Yet this only goes to say that co-nationals will be willing to 

tough it out when the going gets tough; it does not go to show that group members will be 

                                                 

375 Miller, ON, 66. 
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capable of resolving those conflicts, should they emerge.  Nor does it go to show that 

group members will be capable of living together in spite of those conflicts, should they 

fail to resolve those conflicts.  The problem here is that there is a limit to how much the 

mere recognition that one’s long-term interests are bound up with one’s co-nationals can 

motivate nationals to continue toughening it out in the face of conflict.  Their sense of 

loyalty still risks becoming overwhelmed by their differences and disagreements. 

By virtue of incorporating the metaphor of political friendship, thinly understood, 

my understanding of political friendship has a better chance of avoiding these pitfalls.  As 

it ensures that citizens treat the good of others as part of their own self-interest, my brand 

of political friendship encourages citizens to do what to takes to manage their differences 

and disagreements equitably.  Should they develop those techniques, citizens will become 

capable of expressing their differences and disagreements and of living with those 

differences and disagreements – rendering an unoppressive and non-tyrannical liberal 

democratic stability in reach. 

Paying Attention to Practice 

We therefore have an understanding of what political friendship looks like.  However, 

much more needs to be said about how political friendship can actually become a 

practice.  This is because even though both the metaphor and the civic-national identity 

can help prepare citizens to be the sorts of citizens who are committed as a matter of 

principle to realizing an equitable accommodation of their respective differences and 

disagreements across social cleavages, neither can, by themselves, prepare citizens with 

the concrete skills and opportunities necessary to fulfill that commitment.  For example, 
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even though we have good reason to believe that the metaphor of political friendship can 

orient citizens towards a commitment to manage their differences and disagreements 

equitably, we also have reason to believe that a commitment to manage difference and 

disagreement equitably does not necessitate the ability to follow through on that 

commitment.  Just because citizens are motivated to express their differences and 

disagreements to one another, to resolve those differences justly, and to live with those 

conflicts should they fail to resolve those conflicts does not mean that they will be 

capable of doing so successfully.  In other words, we must consider how the gulf between 

commitment and capacity – that is, between theory and practice – can be narrowed, if not 

eliminated. 

 This gulf between theory and practice can manifest itself in at least two ways.  

First, this gulf can manifest itself externally.  Earlier, I raised the concern that citizens 

who understand politics and their social relations through the metaphor of political 

friendship will only be motivated to practice political friendship with those they happen 

to come across or with those whose cooperation they subjectively deem necessary to their 

survival and flourishing – not with a subset of the citizenry that can plausibly be 

described as representative of the citizenry as a whole.  I suggested that this difficulty can 

be counteracted by a shared civic-national identity: when someone who understands 

politics and his/her social relations through the metaphor of political friendship also feels 

a sense of “bounded solidarity” with his/her fellow citizens, it becomes more likely that 

he/she will be motivated to practice political friendship with a representative subset of the 

citizenry. 
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 The way society and political institutions are organized, however, can undermine 

citizens’ best efforts to follow through on this intention.  For example, vast economic 

inequalities can make it more difficult for citizens of different economic standings to 

interact with one another, while the tendency of people of different political tendencies to 

reside in different forms of human settlement (e.g., urban, rural, suburban) can make it 

more difficult for the adherents of competing political philosophies to communicate with 

one another.  Similarly, some (as we shall see) argue that the impoverishment of ‘civil 

society’ makes it more difficult for citizens to interact with one another in spheres that 

are conducive to the cultivation of trust.  So, in order to resolve the gulf between theory 

and practice, our understanding of political friendship must provide a plausible account 

of how society should be organized so that citizens who are capable of practicing political 

friendship are indeed given the opportunities to do so. 

 Second, the gulf between commitment and capacity can manifest itself internally.  

Citizens may indeed be motivated to practice political friendship by virtue of 

understanding politics and their social relations through the metaphor of political 

friendship, yet they may nonetheless lack the specific techniques required to follow 

through on this intention.  Alternatively they may be motivated to do so, yet possess 

inadequate techniques to follow through on this intention.  Incidentally, we see both 

scenarios at work in Allen’s account of political friendship.  Although Allen does 

describe “new habits” that should be adopted as part of “the expertise of friendship… 
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brought to bear on politics,”376 she does not actually demonstrate how these habits 

necessarily follow from the metaphor of political friendship or, alternatively, how those 

habits ought to be cultivated should they not necessarily follow from the metaphor.  This 

omission begs the question of how political friendship can actually become a practice 

and, thus, a source of trust.377 

 Moreover, it is unclear whether or not the techniques or habits that Allen does 

describe are actually enough to empower citizens to reach an equitable accommodation of 

their differences and disagreements.  Interpreting Aristotle’s Rhetoric, Allen argues that 

citizens must act in ways that can help them overcome distrust – distrust caused by the 

instability and unpredictability of political events, and distrust caused by the uncertainty 

of how another’s interests will affect one’s own.378  Specifically, according to Allen, 

citizens must draw upon their capacity to make logical argument, to convey their 

characters, and to engage the emotions of listeners to “bring an element of predictability 

to the unstable world of human relations,” to “convert them [negative emotions like anger 

and resentment] into goodwill,” and to “prove that [their] approach[es] to self-interest 

[are] trustworthy.”379  For instance, one can demonstrate one’s competence by recounting 

the process by which he/she previously arrived at successful proposals, just as one can 

                                                 

376 Allen, Strangers, 140. 
377 Immediately below, I note that Allen does consider how the practices of political friendship might  
emerge.  However, it is not obvious that these practices, on Allen’s account, actually emerge from the 
metaphor of political friendship at all. 
378 Allen, Strangers, 143. 
379 Allen, Strangers, 143-4. 
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reveal the moral maxims to which he/she holds him/herself in order to show that he/she 

adheres to “a rule-of-law approach politics,” rather than an approach that affords 

him/herself special privileges.380  Likewise, one can work towards “disarming” negative 

emotions and transforming them into goodwill by tackling the cause of those emotions: 

If citizens can be convinced [that apparent losses are only apparent], the real pain 
they feel in respect to their apparent loss should shift in its nature; citizens would 
then deal with the remaining pain felt by their fellows on the terms necessary to it, 
whether through mourning techniques, techniques of reassurance, or other 
psychologically relevant responses.381 

In addition, one can be sure to address one’s fellow citizens as “judges rather than… [as] 

passive and submissive students… suffering in silence while being told what to do,”382 

and one can “prove one’s approach to self-interest is trustworthy” by electing to “consent 

to receive a smaller share” than he/she would otherwise receive to demonstrate “her own 

interests in preserving her community… [by] moderat[ing] her other interests.”383 

 These suggestions all seem reasonable enough.  Certainly, they are techniques and 

habits that are not contrary to the normative commitments of liberal democracy,384 and 

for the purposes of attaining an equitable accommodation of difference and disagreement, 

these techniques and habits are preferable to the mere capacity to be empathetic.385  Still, 

                                                 

380 Allen, Strangers, 145-7. 
381 Allen, Strangers, 151. 
382 Allen, Strangers, 152. 
383 Allen, Strangers, 154. 
384 Recall that I raised the concern that citizens who understand politics and their social relations through 
the metaphor of political will not necessarily be committed to liberal democracy and that they might be 
tempted to pursue equity via means that might violate the normative contours of liberal democracy. 
385 This is because, as we saw in Chapter 5, even though empathy can help citizens approach difference and 
disagreement with an open posture rather than a defensive one, it cannot substitute for the ability to share 
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I submit that Allen’s suggestions do not go far enough, for they do not adequately 

account for the special pressures that exist in the political sphere. 

 Allen does not discriminate between the techniques that should be employed to 

decrease distrust in politics and those that should be employed to decrease distrust 

generally.  Indeed, Allen remarks that these techniques are 

relevant… wherever any stranger has to convince another of anything.  Any 
interaction among strangers can generate trust that the polity needs in order to 
maintain its basic relationships.  If citizens keep in mind these guidelines for 
speaking and listening to their fellow citizens, they will import the expertise of 
ordinary friendship into the political realm, and political friendship will grow out 
of that.386 

Still, even though everyday social relations can certainly be fraught with differentiations 

of power along a number of axes, they are generally less explicitly competitive than the 

                                                 

power.  First, when people attempt to practice empathy, they often unwittingly projecting their own 
thoughts and feelings onto others.  Second, just because citizens might be capable of empathizing with one 
another with reasonable accuracy does not mean that they will actually be capable of reaching equitable 
decisions and mutual accommodations together.  This is because joint decision-making can only proceed 
via consensus or compromise, and empathy can guarantee neither.  For one thing, even though empathy 
may help citizens understand one another better, it does not follow that they will, as a result, endorse the 
same conceptions of the good, acquire the same identities, and/or gravitate towards a consensus on what 
they should achieve politically – let alone a consensus on the reasons for why they believe that they should 
pursue those political goals.  Indeed, it is likely that people demonstrate empathy in its purest form when 
they successfully perform narrative imagination all the while retaining their own conceptions of the good, 
sense of identity, and/or political convictions.  For another, in order to reach compromises, the parties 
involved must not merely find “common ground”; they each must actually give something up of value 
(Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, The Spirit of Compromise: Why Governing Demands It and 
Campaigning Undermines It (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), 17. [Gutmann and Thompson, 
Spirit of Compromise, 17.]).  Yet this ability is not implicit in the capacity for empathy.  The fact that one 
has a grasp of why other people behave or think in certain manners might make one more inclined to 
tolerate the differences and disagreements that separate him/herself from those people; but it does not 
follow that he/she will be willing or prepared to make concessions to those people – indeed, to give up 
power to them, rather than merely be nicer or more sympathetic towards them. 
386 Allen, Strangers, 158. 
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“political realm.”  In part, this is because everyday relations typically do not ‘bridge’ 

social cleavages; the differences and disagreements people encounter there tend to not be 

as pronounced or as multifarious as those they encounter in the political realm.  However, 

this is also because competition in the political realm takes place over who gets to make 

decisions on behalf of everyone else (and with everyone else’s pooled resources) and 

over what sorts of decisions are in fact made – decisions from which people typically 

cannot walk away.  That is, the stakes of interactions (and competition) among citizens in 

the political realm are higher (or, at least, they are perceived as being so).387  More than 

that: in the heat of political competition, there is undoubtedly a tendency for citizens to 

understand politics and even their social relations to be warfare by alternative means; and 

while the techniques of political friendship do not necessarily follow from the metaphor 

of political friendship, it is certainly more likely that people will be motivated to adopt 

those techniques when they consider one another through the metaphor of political 

friendship, rather than through the metaphor of politics as warfare. 

 What this suggests is that in order to overcome distrust in the political realm, 

citizens must be able to insulate themselves from these additional pressures – and it is 

unclear whether or not citizens can do this when armed only with the techniques Allen 

suggests.  For instance, it is unclear whether or not even the most noble of citizens can 

                                                 

387 To this point, history is littered with instances of ferocious competition among political actors with few 
(or relatively minor) differences and disagreements, such as among members of the same ideological 
faction of the same political party who vie for the same leadership positions.  Prominent examples of such 
rivalries include Tony Blair and Gordon Brown of the British Labour Party, Jean Chretien and Paul Martin 
of the Canadian Liberal Party, and Lyndon Johnson and the Kennedys of the U.S. Democratic Party. 
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even begin to try to address their fellow citizens as judges or to recount the process by 

which they arrived at previously successful policies – let alone elect to receive smaller 

shares than they would otherwise receive and share power – when campaign seasons 

never end (as in increasingly the case, especially in the United States) and when political 

actors cannot survive politically, should they attempt to employ Allen’s proposed 

techniques.  So, either citizens must be empowered with additional techniques to 

overcome these additional pressures or, should no additional techniques be available or 

plausible, political institutions and the general framework of society must be reformed so 

that citizens can be shielded from those additional pressures, at least some of the time. 

 In order to overcome these sorts of external and internal barriers to the practice of 

political friendship, we must therefore have a discussion about education and the 

organization of society.  First, how should citizens be educated so that they can think and 

behave as political friends?  Second, how should society and political institutions be 

organized so that citizens who are capable of practicing actually have opportunities to do 

so? 

Preparing Citizens to be Political Friends: Education 

In order to answer the question of how citizens should be educated so that they can think 

and behave as political friends, we must answer three separate questions.  First, how can 

we ensure that both adult and child citizens share a civic-national identity that is partly 

rooted in fundamental liberal democratic principles?  Second, how can we ensure that 

citizens will understand politics and their social relations through the metaphor of 

political friendship, so that they will be motivated to practice political friendship?  Third, 
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how can we ensure that citizens will be equipped with the concrete techniques of political 

friendship necessary to follow through on their intention to practice political friendship?  

With that, what sort of techniques must citizens acquire, beyond those Allen proposes? 

Instilling a Liberal Democratic Civic-National Identity 

History provides us with many examples of how we might go about fostering a civic-

national identity, based on citizens’ shared membership in the political-national 

community.  The state, individual citizens, and groups of citizens alike can contribute to a 

general sense that they are united by mutual obligations, a shared history, and a common 

public culture – a set of understandings, potentially comprising political principles, social 

norms, and cultural ideals, of how to live together.388  For example, the state can ensure 

that child citizens learn about their country’s history, cultural icons, and artistic-literary 

traditions in school, while public broadcasters, galleries, and museums can provide adult 

citizens with a similar experience on a more informal basis.  Likewise, movie-makers can 

document or dramatize the achievements, crises, and persistent challenges of the country 

and/or its citizens.  Fellow citizens can rally together in support of national sports teams 

during international competitions, and parents can pass on the recipes of national dishes 

to their children and grandchildren. 

 The question, however, is whether or not a civic-national identity that emerges 

and is deepened through such activities can indeed conform to the normative contours of 

liberal democracy.  Can such an identity draw upon the resources of the nation without 
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suffocating dissent or individual expression, without excluding unduly (e.g., on the basis 

of race or ethnicity), and without encouraging citizens merely to follow the dictates of 

their leaders and of the majority?389  While there is no guarantee that such a civic-

national identity will be able to avoid these dangers, we can certainly conceive of ways to 

mitigate against these dangers. 

 First, as is the case in Canada, the United States, and Germany, the state’s 

constitution or basic law can be explicitly liberal democratic.  Now, it does not 

necessarily follow from the fact that institutions are liberal democratic that citizens will 

also be committed to liberal democracy.  However, such an explicit endorsement can 

serve as a foundation upon which elites and ordinary citizens alike develop a liberal 

democratic interpretation of the nation’s historical and prospective self-understandings – 

and, of course, the liberal democratic state can then facilitate this process: when the state 

endorses liberal democratic principles, it authorizes itself to encourage its citizens to 

interpret the history of their political-national community in liberal democratic terms.  

Perhaps the most dramatic example of this is the case of Germany. The embrace of liberal 

democratic principles in the Basic Law serves as a repudiation of Germany’s Nazi past.  

So, the German state can aim to instill in its citizens a commitment to and appreciation 

for liberal democracy though its education system.  With that, insofar as Germans are 

committed to it, the Basic Law encourages them to look back upon their nation’s illiberal 

                                                 

389 Martha C. Nussbuam, Political Emotions: Why Love Matters for Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2013), 211-9. [Nussbaum, PE, 211-9.] 
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experiments with shame and to interpret the Basic Law itself as the embodiment or 

articulation of their newfound commitment and civic identity.  Less dramatically, the 

American state can teach its citizens that the United States was founded on liberal 

democratic principles, and the codification of those principles in the “founding 

documents” of the United States encourages Americans to constantly evaluate whether or 

not their history has lived up to those principles (admitting different interpretations of 

those principles). 

 Likewise, as I discuss in Chapter 5, even though Canada was already a liberal 

democratic country in the mid-20th century, mainstream Canadians (outside of Quebec) 

held social attitudes that were at odds with the spirit of liberal democracy.  Largely of 

British origin, they were xenophobic and critical of the relatively open immigration 

policies associated with the American melting pot.  In the 1960s, however, the Canadian 

government officially endorsed multiculturalism and began to enact a set of policies 

designed to facilitate the integration of new Canadians and minorities. Ultimately 

culminating in the codification of multiculturalism into the Constitution in the 1980s, 

these policies have helped transform how Canadians understand themselves.  Canadians 

now largely welcome diversity and are broadly sympathetic to immigrants – even going 

so far as to critique the American melting pot for not taking diversity seriously enough. 

 Second, even if the state itself does not explicitly endorse liberal democracy, 

proponents of liberal democracy can make an effort to ensure that citizens do indeed 

understand liberal democracy to be an expression of the political-national community.  

When this does not occur, there exists a significant risk that citizens will understand 
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liberal democracy to be something foreign that elites or a small fraction of the citizenry 

wish to impose onto the majority.  For instance, we can attribute the challenges liberal 

democracy currently faces in Eastern European counties – for instance, in Andrzej 

Duda’s Poland and Viktor Orbáan’s Hungary – in part to the fact that many citizens in 

these countries perceive liberal democracy to be an imposition of the European Union.  

These citizens do not understand liberal democracy to be an expression of their Polish or 

Hungarian national identities, but rather understand the choice between liberal democracy 

and illiberalism to be one between “E.U.” or “globalist” elites headquartered in Brussels 

on the one hand and national sovereignty on the other.390 

 To mitigate against the risk that citizens will feel compelled to make such a 

choice, proponents of liberal democracy can attempt to fashion liberal democracy into an 

expression of the national community and of national sovereignty.  One way to do this is 

to actively construe not just the political-national community’s history – its story – but 

also its “concrete particulars” as expressions of liberal democracy.  For example, in his “I 

have a dream” speech, Martin Luther King appeals to the history and traditions of the 

American national community to encourage Americans to live up to the ideals of freedom 

and equality, proclaimed in the Declaration of Independence.  In addition to linking the 

                                                 

390 This raises the question, of course, of what should be done to political actors who try to propagate 
illiberal and/or anti-democratic understandings of the civic-national identity.  This is a different question 
than the one I am considering here, which is what should be done to blunt the appeal of those illiberal 
and/or anti-democratic understandings of the civic-national identity.  As I explore briefly in the conclusion, 
this is a question that concerns what should be done to the enemies of liberal democracy.  It is a question 
that we must postpone until a later time. 
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pursuit of racial justice to cherished national artefacts like the Declaration of 

Independence and to the Gettysburg Address, King describes the geography of America 

as expressions of the ideals, outlined in the Declaration, to which America still fails to 

live up.  As Martha Nussbaum explains, 

First, the image of America is being made concrete and physical by being linked 
to well-known features of geography.  Second, geography itself is being 
moralized: the mountains of New York are now not just mountains, they are sites 
of freedom.  Third, the body of the nation is being personified in a sensuous, 
indeed sexy way: the “heightening Alleghenies,” the “curvaceous slope.”… But 
also: the end of the Civil War is finally at hand, as freedom is asked to ring from a 
series of sites in the South… [like] Mississippi.391 

Similarly, music and art can serve as expressions of liberal democracy and the national 

community.  Giuseppe Verdi’s Nabucco became a rallying cry for liberal democracy and 

Italian independence in the 1840s, just as Ludwig van Beethoven’s 9th Symphony was 

reinterpreted as a symbol of freedom and of the reunification of Germany after the Cold 

War.  Presented with such interpretations of both the nation’s history and the nation’s 

lived reality, citizens can come to understand that the ‘choice’ between liberal democracy 

and national sovereignty is a false one. 

 Of course, we must concede that this strategy is more plausible in some contexts 

than in others.  It is more likely to succeed in contexts where liberal democracy is either 

foundational (e.g., the United States, modern France) or deeply entrenched (e.g., the 

United Kingdom, the British Commonwealth) than in contexts where liberal democracy 
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was only recently introduced – and, largely, only as a set of institutions, rather than as a 

set of mores or a way of thinking (e.g., Eastern Europe).  However, even in contexts that 

are more conducive to liberal democracy, proponents of liberal democracy have long had 

to compete against illiberal and anti-democratic social and political traditions.  Indeed, 

the proponents of liberal democracy in the United States have long had to compete 

against “ascriptive” elements of American society – elements that sought to marginalize 

and to oppress in the name of America.392  So, even though it will be more difficult in 

nascent liberal democracies to convince citizens that liberal democratic principles are an 

expression of the political-national community and of national sovereignty, it is possible 

that such an effort can, with time and persistence, prevail.  National identities and self-

understandings are not static; they live, grow, and are nourished.  Even the smoker can 

become a non-smoker. 

Instilling the Metaphor of Political Friendship 

Although talk of the metaphor of political friendship may seem abstract, getting citizens 

to understand politics and their social relations in terms of the metaphor is not as elusive 

as it might seem at first glance.  This is because “instilling” the metaphor in citizens 

consists of two things: first, encouraging citizens to think of their shared citizenship in 

terms of the rules, norms, and dynamics of friendship; and second, convincing them to 

understand that political friendship as a sort of friendship where they probably do not 
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share any sort of intimate emotional bonds, but rather as one where they nonetheless 

incorporate one another’s goods into their respective self-interests and where they are 

motivated to autonomously consent to limits on their own agency.  That is, citizens can 

be encouraged to understand politics and their social relations through the metaphor 

indirectly, as it were – not by explicitly being persuaded to endorse the metaphor, but 

rather by being encouraged to use the language of friendship in the context of politics. 

 The most obvious way this can occur is through a combination of the language of 

friendship and the language of common membership or identity.  When citizens or co-

nationals understand their relationships as ‘fellow Americans’ or as ‘fellow Canadians’ to 

be relationships defined by friendship, they become motivated to incorporate one 

another’s goods into their respective self-interests, for they all then understand their self-

interests to be constituted in part by the interests of the national group or citizenry as a 

whole.  In other words, citizens can come to treat one another as friends vis-à-vis their 

shared membership in a group where the language of friendship either prevails (less 

likely) or is a major player (more likely). 

 As citizens themselves, civic leaders can lead the way by invoking the language 

of political friendship when communicating in the public sphere.  This is obviously a 

challenge.  Civic leaders compete against one another for formal political power, and the 

era in which most leaders shared a similar sensibility or ‘code’ by virtue of being 

members of the same aristocratic class has long passed.  However, even in hyper-partisan 

contexts like the contemporary United States, there are opportunities for civic leaders to 

invoke the language of political friendship.  For example, in the aftermath of John 
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McCain’s death, several high-profile politicians, from personal friends like Joe Biden and 

Joe Lieberman to former political foes like Barack Obama, reaffirmed the idea, embodied 

to some extent by McCain’s political career,393 that political opponents need not be 

enemies and that Democrats and Republicans should consider their respective goods as 

mutually constitutive by virtue of their shared American citizenship and nationality.  

With that, even though McCain was less bipartisan than his image as a ‘maverick’ might 

suggest, Democrats expressed appreciation for McCain’s willingness to compromise in 

order to potentially prompt the broader citizenry to reconsider how they view those with 

whom they disagree and harbour differences. 

 The obvious objection to this proposal of ‘leading by example’ is that it can only 

have some effect on the attitudes of the general citizenry if there are indeed civic leaders 

who consider one another in this manner.  Such civic leaders, at least in the U.S. context, 

are literally dying off; most of McCain’s ‘political friends’ have long past the retirement 

age.  Yet there is hope on at least two fronts.  First, there is evidence that suggests that, at 

least in the American context, citizens are increasingly modifying their policy preferences 

to conform to those held by politicians they like or support – that citizens are “following 

the leader.”394  The drawback of this tendency is that citizens seem to be abdicating their 

right to exercise democratic judgment.  However, the flip-side is that they might therefore 

                                                 

393 McCain was known for referring to his fellow Americans – supporters and opponents alike – as “my 
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394 Gabriel S. Lenz, Follow the Leader?: How Voters Respond to Politicians' Policies and Performance 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2012). 



 

269 

be more inclined to follow their leaders’ examples and to consider one another as 

political friends, if their leaders do indeed behave as political friends.  Second, active 

civic leaders must share a geographic space – the capital city of a country, province, or 

state.  For example, whereas American citizens are “sorting” themselves into 

ideologically-homogenous communities,395 civic leaders are forced to reside in the 

greater-Washington D.C. area or in state capitals.  As a result, there are still opportunities 

for civic leaders to become political friends or even personal friends – perhaps, given 

current trends, more so than the typical American.  In the words of Amy Gutmann and 

Dennis Thompson, 

Proximity facilitates collegiality: legislatures who sit together [and, more broadly, 
intersect with one another] work together better.  Institutional geography 
matters… When adversaries know each other well… [they] have a better sense of 
their colleagues’ intentions, their trustworthiness, and the political constraints 
they are facing – and their colleagues know that they do.  They are repeat 
players.396 

Of course, this is not to say that political friendship among civic leaders will emerge 

simply because capital cities exist.  Indeed, after Newt Gingrich became Speaker of the 

House in 1995, he instructed Republican members of congress to spend more time 

campaigning in their districts and to not move their families to Washington, thereby 

curtailing the ability of Washington to facilitate collegiality.  As one congressmen 

remarked, “Soon everyone belonged to the Tuesday-Thursday Club.  Members became 
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strangers, the easier for them to fight.”397  However, reversing this problem – perhaps, by 

increasing housing allowances for congress-people and by encouraging participation in 

congressional sports clubs or music groups – is less daunting a task than forestalling the 

ideological partitioning of the citizenry at large. 

 Civic leaders are not the only citizens who can facilitate such a shift towards 

political friendship.  Artists can commemorate paradigmatic historical examples of 

political friendship, as well as encourage citizens who belong to different cultural, 

economic, partisan, gender, and age groups to interact with one another.  For instance, 

filmmakers can make bio-pictures and documentaries of unexpected friendships, such as 

those shared between Ronald Reagan and Tip O’Neill, between Orin Hatch and Ted 

Kennedy, and between George H.W. Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev.  Meanwhile, 

members of different groups – ethnic, (perhaps) national, linguistic, religious – can make 

an effort to engage with other citizens, for example, by holding cultural conventions and 

participating in food festivals.398  Through such activities, citizens can encourage one 

another to recognize their common membership in the broader political group and, 

hopefully, can come to appreciate that their common citizenship can accommodate a 

range of differences and disagreements and, ultimately, rectify oppressive relations of 

difference.  Citizens might not necessarily be motivated to perform these actions by a 

                                                 

397 Gutmann and Thompson, Spirit of Compromise, 169. 
398 Such events already take place, but mainly in cities, which tend to be more cosmopolitan than non-cities.  
Unsurprisingly, those who live in cities tend to be more accommodating and/or appreciative of difference, 
albeit not necessarily of disagreement, than their rural counterparts.  So, the challenge is to ensure that 
these events also take place outside of cities. 
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desire to transform themselves and their fellow citizens into political friends.  Members 

of a minority ethnic group might organize a cultural festival as a celebration of their own 

heritage, while members of a racial group might generate art to protest their group’s 

historical (and, perhaps, continued) oppression. Nonetheless, these activities can 

incidentally prompt citizens – both inside and outside those groups – to consider one 

another as political friends would.399 

 In short, citizens themselves can take the initiative to encourage one another to be 

more accommodating and/or appreciative of their differences and disagreements.  This 

cultural and, indeed, linguistic shift would undoubtedly take the form of an evolution – 

the process of many iterative cycles of building among language, our habitual ways of 

thinking and behaving, and the circumstances in which we find ourselves.  Nonetheless, 

in the accumulation of these actions lies the possibility that citizens will consider politics 

and their social relations through the metaphor of political friendship, knowingly or 

unknowingly. 

 The difficulty of this task, however, is lessened by the fact that the metaphor of 

political friendship need not become the only metaphor through which citizens 

understand politics and their social relations.  Indeed, over the course of history, other 

metaphors have proven themselves valuable.  For instance, despite Allen and 

Schwarzenbach’s protestations, the metaphor of the social contract – in particular, the 

                                                 

399 In addition, certain social, political, and economic arrangements are more conducive to the development 
and acquisition of the metaphor of political friendship than others.  I discuss some of these favourable 
institutions in the next section, “Facilitating the Practice of Political Friendship.” 
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Lockean iteration of the metaphor, which conceives of the relationship between “the 

people” and government to be a contract that becomes void once government has 

egregiously violated the terms of that contract – has served as a mental safeguard against 

tyranny – against the abuse of citizens by government.  So, it is desirable for the 

metaphor of political friendship to operate alongside other metaphors in a sort of division 

of labour: the metaphor of political friendship can structure how citizens consider one 

another, while the metaphor of the social contract can structure how citizens consider 

their collective relationship with government.  In other words, the latter can help citizens 

safeguard tyranny; the former, to hang together and rectify injustice – to combat 

oppression. 

 What is clear, however, is that there are some metaphors that ought to be 

displaced by the metaphor of political friendship.  Namely, the metaphor of political 

friendship ought to displace the metaphor of politics as warfare and, with that, the 

metaphor of the other as an enemy – at least, in regards to other citizens who are 

committed to liberal democracy.400  As I have stressed repeatedly throughout this book, 

the implications of these metaphors are incompatible with those of the metaphor of 

political friendship. 

 Equipping Citizens with Concrete Techniques of Political Friendship 

                                                 

400 Again, I briefly address the dilemma of what to do with the opponents of liberal democracy at the end of 
this chapter. 
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Now that we have discussed how citizens might come to consider one another as political 

friends, we are in a position to investigate how citizens might become equipped with the 

concrete techniques necessary to actually treat one another as political friends. 

 As I explained earlier, Allen proposes a number of potential techniques that 

citizens can potentially employ to realize political friendship.  They can demonstrate that 

they are trustworthy by electing to consent to receive a smaller share than they would 

otherwise receive, by showing that they personally adhere to the same moral maxims or 

standards of conduct to which they expect everyone else to adhere, and by addressing 

their fellow citizens as equals – as judges, rather than as passive and submissive students.  

Likewise, they can aim to recognize and appreciate demonstrations of trustworthiness, 

just as they can work towards being able to discriminate between apparent and real 

wrongs.  These are techniques that people can acquire outside of the political realm – 

often, by necessity.  Indeed, these techniques are arguably required in any situation where 

equally situated people must find a way to stay together, be they teammates, colleagues, 

or spouses.401  Alternatively, these are techniques that can be taught in ways that are 

familiar, albeit increasingly out of fashion.  For instance, the Socratic method can 

enhance people’s ability to build and judge arguments, while an education in theater, 

music, and art can teach people to look outwards, beyond themselves.402 

                                                 

401 Such techniques are probably less necessary in situations where people understand themselves to be 
unequals, such as in political regimes where kings are expected to lead, and their subjects, to follow. 
402 Both are in danger of disappearing from mainstream education regimes, for both are mainstays in a 
liberal arts education.  See Martha C. Nussbaum, Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs The Humanities 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010. 



 

274 

 I also argued, however, that in order for citizens to reach an equitable 

accommodation of their differences and disagreements, they must be equipped with 

additional resources.  This is because the political sphere is laden with additional 

pressures that can potentially undermine the ability of citizens to practice political 

friendship.  These pressures are borne out of the fact that the differences and 

disagreements present in the political sphere are more multifarious and pronounced than 

those typically found in everyday social relations, as well as the fact that the political 

sphere is more explicitly competitive – its stakes are higher, its ramifications are harder 

to escape, and the temptation to interpret the motives and actions of others through the 

metaphor of politics as warfare, all the more present.  In order for citizens to be in a 

position to employ the sorts of techniques Allen suggests, they must first be capable of 

overcoming these additional challenges. 

 In a very real sense, these challenges cannot be overcome through technique 

alone; solving these challenges requires institutional reform.  For instance, it is hard to 

overcome the challenges presented by the breadth of difference and disagreement present 

in the political sphere until one has personally encountered a similar degree of difference 

and disagreement – yet one probably cannot gain such exposure until one has already 

ventured into the political sphere.  Likewise, one cannot experience the degree to which 

politics is competitive until one has strayed into the political sphere. 

 There are ways, however, to ensure that citizens can develop the beginnings of a 

technique whereby they can compete and disagree all the while framing that competition 

and disagreement by a sense (indeed, the metaphor) of political friendship.  That is, there 
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are ways to encourage citizens to compete in a manner that is more akin to a sports of 

music competition among people who ultimately respect one another than to a war.  First, 

efforts can be made to ensure that citizens of different ethnic, religious, economic, 

cultural, and political backgrounds do indeed interact with one another as citizens.  Most 

drastically, citizens on the cusp of adulthood can be legally obligated to spend a year-or-

so performing services for their country, together.  The advantage of this proposal is that 

such a program can be structured so that citizens of different backgrounds are forced, as it 

were, to interact with one another – to reach cross social cleavages in pursuit of a 

common goal.  Now, some might object that such a program – national service – would 

instill perspectives, techniques, and habits that are contrary to political friendship.  After 

all, soldiers are taught to obey authority – not to behave as partners in self-governance.  

However, national service is not the only form this program can take.  The same effect 

can be achieved through what has sometimes been called alternative civilian service.403 

 Second, citizens can be introduced to the habit of collective self-governance – 

power sharing – as part of their schooling.  As students, citizens can be tasked with 

making collective decisions on a regular basis as members of “classroom councils.”  In 

these councils, all students – not just those who choose to run for student government – 

discuss and vote on their shared goals, on the rules of the classroom, and on their 

                                                 

403 In addition, the media can highlight the experiences of citizens who are otherwise ignored or 
marginalized.  Public broadcasting can be especially effective at performing this function. 
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obligations as members of the classroom.404  Perhaps the most recent (and clearest) 

example of this sort of arrangement can be found in the Dolli Einstein Haus in Germany.  

According to Ute Rodenwald, the head of the nursery, the Dolli Einstein Haus is 

organized around the belief that “Democracy is not just about elections.  For us it is about 

people – or children – being taken seriously and learning to make decisions in a way that 

doesn’t leave other people behind.”405  The nursery’s children are tasked with regularly 

deliberating and voting on a range of decisions, from what to have for breakfast to whose 

diaper should be changed by which care worker.  Specifically, The Guardian reports, 

Once a week, each group at the nursery meets for a session at which there are two 
rounds of votes: one on the topping of the afternoon cake, and one on the Friday 
morning breakfast menu. The former is essentially a referendum, with the 
educators for example offering a choice between lemon and chocolate cake, while 
for the latter the children can nominate four meal options. 

The options are drawn on pieces of paper which are placed in the middle 
of a circle of children, each of whom sits down on a cushion after listening to the 
sound of a quiet gong, facing outwards to allow an anonymous vote. When their 
names are called, the children take turns placing coloured pebbles, known 
as Muckelsteine, underneath their preferred option. 

In both votes, the result is strictly first past the post and constitutionally 
binding. The nursery chef has to act out the will of the voters even if it seems 
disgusting or unhealthy – a principle which has tested the resolve of parents and 
educators alike. In the past, the Dolli Einstein Haus has served up pizza and 
stewed beef with beetroot for breakfast.... 

Bigger decisions, such as investment in new toys or rule changes in the 
playground, are made at a monthly children’s council attended by pairs of boys 
and girls nominated as “passers on”. At one recent such meeting, delegates took 

                                                 

404 Wolfgang Edelstein, “Education for Democracy: reasons and strategies,” European Journal of 
Education 46, no. 1 (2011), 130. [Edelstein, “Education for Democracy,” 130.] 
405 Philip Oltermann, "Put to the vote: German nursery where children make the decisions," The Guardian, 
August 11, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/aug/11/german-nursery-children-make-
decisions-vote-dolli-einstein-haus. [Oltermann, “Put to the Vote.”] 
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their leaders to task after Rodenwald made the unilateral decision to buy a pair of 
new tricycles. 

“It was such a good offer and we knew the kids liked tricycles, so I had 
just gone for it,” she said. “But the children told us in no uncertain terms that we 
had not been authorised to make that decision….”406 

The stakes in such deliberation might not be as high as the deliberations that take place in 

adult politics.  However, for the children, the stakes are indeed high.  So, through 

participation in such collective decision making processes, children can learn to abide by 

decisions that might impose some sort of cost or personal loss and to disagree without 

feeling like they are at war.  The techniques and habits of power sharing – indeed, the 

expectation that one ought to be treated as part of a self-governing whole – can thereby 

be instilled through repetition.407 

Facilitating the Practice of Political Friendship 

Assuming that citizens are adequately equipped with the techniques (or less strongly put, 

the germs of those techniques) required to practice political friendship and are motivated 

to employ those techniques, how should society and political institutions be organized so 

that those citizens actually practice political friendship with a subset of the citizenry that 

can be plausibly be described as representative of the citizenry as a whole – that is, across 

various social cleavages? 
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Associational Life 

Perhaps the most immediately apparent answer to this question is to reinvigorate “civil 

society.”  The term generally refers to the domain where “voluntary associations” – those 

organizations that are held together by what Mark Warren calls “associational relations” 

(i.e., by “normative influence” or persuasion, rather than by money or bureaucratic 

power) 408 – are dominant.  Many theorists and scholars have argued that robust 

participation in civil society is a necessary condition for the generation of trust and, 

ultimately, for stability.  For example, Alexis de Tocqueville famously argues that 

voluntary associations provide people with opportunities to meet face-to-face.  These 

meetings mitigate against the tendency towards isolation and mutual suspicion in an age 

where citizens understand themselves to be moral and political equals, for these 

associations force citizens to judge others on the basis of their real life interactions, not 

on the basis of stereotypes or constructed images, and to recognize that all citizens have 

fundamental rights and are entitled to “reciprocal courtesy.”409  In this manner, citizens 

can develop “self-interest properly understood”; they become “orderly, temperate, 

moderate, careful, and self-controlled citizens” who can generate trust by performing 

small sacrifices.410  More recently, Robert Putnam argues that the development of “social 

capital” requires participation in voluntary associations that embody “horizontal relations 
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of reciprocity and cooperation, not… vertical relations of authority and dependency.”  In 

order to ensure that norms of reciprocity and trust emerge and that individuals develop 

civic virtue, citizens should participate in civil associations where they “interact as 

equals, not as patrons and clients nor as governors and petitioners.”411  Through these 

interactions, people develop habits of cooperation, solidarity, and public-spiritedness.412  

Especially when members of a variety of ethnic, cultural, economic, and political groups 

participate in these associations, this sense of shared responsibility can do more than 

“bond” citizens together; those habits can also serve to “bridge” different groups 

together, thereby potentially generating broader identities that cut across social 

cleavages.413  So, even though these associations might not be strictly ‘political,’ their 

effects can nonetheless “spill over” into the political sphere.414 

The problem with such proposals, however, is that they are insufficiently specific.  

They do not account for the fact that associational relations can occur outside of civil 

society, as well as the fact that those extra-civil societal associational relations might 

actually be more conducive to citizens’ interactions across social cleavages than those 

                                                 

411 Robert D. Putnam, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993), 88-9.  In order to support his thesis, Putnam points to the divergent experiences in 
Northern and Southern Italy.  He attributes the effective governance of the North and the corruption and 
ineffective governance of the South to the reserves of social capital in the former and the lack thereof in the 
latter. 
412 Putnam also claims that associations of “like-minded equals” can also contribute to effective democratic 
governance, despite their lack of internal diversity, because they facilitate “interest articulation” and 
“interest aggregation (Putnam, Democracy, 90).” 
413 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: 
Simon and Schuster Paperbacks, 2000). 
414 Thomas A. Spragens, Jr., Civic Liberalism: Reflections on Our Democratic Ideals (Lanham: Rowman & 
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civil societal associational relations.  First, as Warren notes, even though civil society can 

broadly be understood as the domain where voluntary associations are dominant – 

distinct from the state, where bureaucratic hierarchical command reigns supreme, and the 

market, where market transactions and price signals are the order of the day – all 

associations at least somewhat entangled with money and/or power.  More than that: 

associational relations can exist within non-associations.  Indeed, even though the 

voluntary associations that exist within civil society may be “pure,” there exist “impure” 

associations that mediate or exist in between civil society and markets and between civil 

society and the state – associations like political parties, unions, and consumer 

cooperatives.415 

What this implies is that the practice of political friendship can potentially be 

furthered by mechanisms or relations that exist outside of civil society.  In fact, these 

extra-civil societal associations might actually be more conducive to the practice of 

political friendship than their counterparts in civil society.  Voluntary associations in civil 

society have “nothing but social relations to hold… [them] together”; they must rely on 

persuasion or normative influence to sustain themselves.  This renders them less capable 

of withstanding internal conflicts, for even though voluntary associations may be 

conducive to the 

formation of identity, to subsidiarity, to the articulation of a ‘voice’ in broader 
society, and perhaps to the development of civic virtues… they will be fragile 
with respect to conflict resolution.  Evert utterance in purely social situations 
tends to communicate cognitive content as well as numerous signals and 
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reassurances that reproduce the social relation.  For this reason, disagreements on 
the cognitive level are more likely to spill over into the reproduction of social 
relations.416 

In contrast, political associations are organized “through rules enforced by coercive 

power – the means that define the state…,” and economic associations are organized “by 

the unintended consequences of economic exchanges – that is, by markets.”417  That is, 

even though members of these associations do engage in discourse with one another, they 

do so not for the sake of reproducing their identities or of having a good time, but rather 

for the sake of other objectives – for instance, to pass legislation, to lobby for certain 

interests or causes, or to make money.  As a result, in these political and economic 

associations, it is more likely that people will work through their differences and 

disagreements in order to achieve their common goals: “it may be easier for associations 

that are not immediately involved in social reproduction to distance issues from 

identities, thus making process-oriented, discursive engagement of issues easier for 

members.”418 

 As an illustration of this, Warren juxtaposes the manners in which universities 

and corporations have dealt with controversies surrounding race and gender.  Perhaps 

surprisingly, the latter have proven more successful in their methods.  Universities 

frequently aim to foster inclusiveness.  However, as a result of how central norms of 

discussion and persuasion are to the university, institutional initiatives to confront race 
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and gender issues can seem to threaten academic freedom.  Moreover, these initiatives 

can come across as personal accusations of racism, sexism, and/or hypocrisy against 

specific faculty members.  As a result, race and gender issues can create controversy 

within the university, and dissenting faculty members may be motivated to not speak out 

on these issues.  In contrast, in the context of corporations, the resolution of such issues is 

instrumental, so people are more likely motivated to find ways to overcome those 

controversies, rather than fixate on them: 

In most cases, the mission of the firm (the production of commodities or services) 
is related only indirectly to the reproduction of identities of employees.  Conflict 
over matters of race and gender can also be narrowly defined, limited to issues of 
competence, equity, and other matters directly related to the institution’s market-
determined mission.  In this context, a dialogue about race – essential to 
reproducing associative relations within the firm – may be easier for members 
because it is limited in its ramifications… the stakes lowered, and the significance 
not extended beyond the matters at hand.419 

 Second, there is reason to believe that, relative to “nonvoluntary associations,” 

voluntary associations might actually be unconducive to the practice of political 

friendship – not just more fragile in the face of internal conflict.  Whereas existing 

voluntary associations is easy, exiting non-voluntary associations is not, either because 

those associations are organized so that members are compelled to stay (e.g., workers can 

be compelled to stay in a job that they would prefer to leave when no realistic alternatives 

are available) or because membership in those associations is determined by biology 
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(e.g., membership in family, sex, (perhaps) race).420  Directly (and persuasively) 

contradicting Putnam and Tocqueville, Warren observes that even though the voluntary 

associations found in civil society contribute to the diversity of broader society, they 

themselves tend not to be forums where citizens can encounter a diversity of perspectives 

and, by implication, where citizens can practice political friendship.   This is because the 

relative ease with which members can leave voluntary associations causes those 

associations to favour homogeneity; in the face of the consensus of the majority, 

dissenters often find it easier to simply leave than to try to persuade their fellow members 

to change.  Put differently, voluntary associations in civil society might actually tend to 

be forums where people can go to escape – rather than experience – difference and 

disagreement.  In contrast, non-voluntary associations do not afford their members the 

option to leave; this can (but not necessarily) force members to search for a mutual 

accommodation of their differences and disagreements and, more fundamentally, to 

develop the techniques required to reach those mutual accommodations. 

 We must therefore not simply call for a (re-)invigoration of civil society.  When 

envisioning a societal arrangement that can allow citizens to practice political friendship 

with a subset of the citizenry that can plausibly be described as representative of the 

citizenry as a whole, we must take into account the possibility that the practice of 

political friendship can take place in associations that do not strictly qualify as existing 

inside civil society.  Moreover, we must take into account the probability that those extra-
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civil societal associations might in fact be more conducive to the experience of difference 

and disagreement, as well as more resilient to the pressures generated by such encounters. 

 What, then, would such a societal arrangement look like?  Based on what the 

above, we can say that, broadly speaking, this societal arrangement would include 

political and economic associations that have internal democratic structures.  That is, a 

society characterized by relations of political friendship would contain a series of 

associations, each pursuing either political or economic objectives, that are horizontally 

organized.  That is not to say that these associations are necessarily characterized by 

radical participatory democracy (although they can be).  However, this is to say that these 

associations are organized in manners that allow their members to have some say in 

decision making – effectively providing them with opportunities to both recognize and 

manage their differences and disagreements. 

 Such associations can potentially provide opportunities for citizens to encounter a 

plethora of differences and disagreements.  For instance, citizens can reach across 

economic cleavages when they are members of European-styled corporations whose 

governing bodies include a plurality of stakeholders.  When corporate boards include 

labour and community – not just capital – workers, owners, and members of the broader 

community alike are compelled to work through their differences and disagreements for 

the sake of making business decisions to which they can all consent.  With that, should 

the membership of these corporations be characterized by cultural, ethnic, religious, and 

racial diversity, these corporations would then also provide opportunities for citizens to 

reach across cultural, ethnic, religious, and racial cleavages.  Such encounters with 
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difference and disagreement would not be strictly encounters of political friendship 

because citizens do not interact with one another in these economic organizations as 

citizens per se; they do not negotiate their differences and disagreements for the sake of 

finding a way forward on behalf of their polity.  Nonetheless, these economic 

associations do serve as sites where people – otherwise segregated from one another – 

can come together and practice self-governance. 

 Similarly, even though political parties frequently engage in zero-sum activities 

(e.g., elections), big-tent parties (or coalitions of parties) that afford their members robust 

opportunities to participate in party decision making processes can serve as sites where 

citizens of a variety of economic, cultural, ethnic, religious, and/or ideological groups are 

compelled to find a way to cooperate with one another.  Of course, there is an immediate 

worry that such a suggestion might backfire if these different groups are drastically 

unevenly distributed among the various parties present.  For example, in the United 

States, the vast majority of ethnic, racial, and religious minorities have now aligned 

themselves with the Democratic Party, while the ethnic, racial, and religious majority 

(i.e., whites, Christian) increasingly identify with the Republican Party.  In this context, 

although the Democratic Party is now a site where various minority groups can work 

through their differences and disagreements (however messily), the lack of something 

comparable within the Republican Party has led to a paradoxical situations: on the one 

hand, minority groups within the Democratic Party are becoming more adept at 

negotiating their differences and disagreements; yet on the other, antagonism between the 

Democratic and Republican Parties has become further aggravated, with the former 
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accusing the latter of intolerance and the latter accusing the former of undermining 

American identity.  However, this does not necessarily have to be the case.  Indeed, in 

Canada, where (as we saw in Chapter 5) the mainstream has adopted a multicultural 

understanding of their shared national identity, all three major (big-tent) federal parties 

draw support from both majority and minority groups and can thereby be understood as 

sites where members of different ethnic, racial, cultural, and religious groups work out 

their differences and disagreements. 

 We can make two further points to render these general points more specific.  

First, it is unlikely that any of these associations can, on their own, provide their members 

with the full experience of performing political friendship with a subset of the citizenry 

that can plausibly be described as representative of the citizenry as a whole.  For instance, 

even though big-tent political parties can potentially allow their members encounter 

various forms of difference and disagreement, their (respective) internal diversity will 

almost certainly fail to equal that of the polity as a whole, and they will not be able to 

afford their members, internally, the opportunity to experience the breadth of political 

differences and disagreements that exists among they (the political parties) themselves.  

With that, these parties will likely encourage their members to distrust the other 

party/parties – that is, to distrust external difference and disagreement.  Likewise, even 

though economic associations like European-styled corporations can theoretically house a 

wide range of ethnic, racial, cultural, religious, and political diversity, they cannot, by 

themselves, provide their members the experience of political friendship.  Their members 

are motivated to explore and to manage their differences and disagreements to the extent 
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required to make business decisions – not to the extent required to make political 

decisions. 

 Still, we can say that when these associations operate alongside one another, they 

can collectively provide citizens with opportunities to practice political friendship with a 

subset of the citizenry that can plausibly be described as representative of the citizenry as 

a whole.  For example, although people may not be able to experience the full breadth of 

political difference in their respective political parties (and may be tempted to treat their 

political opponents as enemies), they (people) who disagree politically can gain some 

experience of making decisions together, as well as develop some degree of trust, within 

those European-styled corporations.  This familiarity, gained through this decision 

making process within economic associations, can potentially make it easier for those 

people, should they disagree with one another politically, to compete in the political 

sphere without necessarily virtually going to war with one another.  Meanwhile, political 

parties can provide people with opportunities to manage difference and disagreement in a 

political context – a context that demands a more serious engagement with difference and 

disagreement than the economic context.  In other words, by participating in different 

sorts of political and economic associations, not only can citizens create for themselves 

many opportunities to practice political friendship across a variety of social cleavages; 

they can also improve their capacity to take advantage of those opportunities. 

 Second, putting aside the education scheme I suggest earlier, there are ways to 

make it easier for political and economic associations to collectively perform such a 

function.  The government can impose various quotas on those economic associations – 
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ethnic, racial, cultural, religious, perhaps even gender-based – in order to ensure that 

those economic associations do indeed provide their members with opportunities to 

encounter and to manage a broad range of differences and disagreements.  Similarly, in 

the absence of such mandates, smaller political associations advocating for the interests 

of overlooked and/or marginalized groups and causes can put pressure on established 

political and economic associations to expand the diversity of their memberships. 

 What about voluntary associations?  Above, I suggested that it is unlikely that 

voluntary associations can or should serve as the primary vehicles of political friendship.  

For one thing, given that voluntary associations are easy to exit, it is more likely that 

dissenters will quit than it is that they will attempt to persuade their fellow group 

members.  For another, voluntary associations are probably less capable of overcoming 

difference and disagreement, for they lack political and economic goals that can motivate 

their members to stick together and to work through their differences and disagreements 

(for the sake of attaining those goals). 

 With that being said, certain types of voluntary associations can potentially help 

citizens practice political friendship in political and economic associations.  Specifically, 

voluntary associations that are organized for seemingly trivial purposes – say, to sing 

together, to read together, or to bowl together – can serve as venues where people who 

belong to different sorts of groups can set aside their differences and disagreements, 
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either to share activities together or to perform activities in the same space.421  The idea 

here is that even though such interactions will not constitute acts of political friendship, 

they can nonetheless increase people’s familiarity with one another.  Such familiarity can 

increase the likelihood that people will be more comfortable with addressing their 

differences and disagreements, once they find themselves trying to deliberate in political 

and economic associations.422  In short, even though voluntary associations probably 

cannot serve as sites of political friendship themselves – that is, even though the 

realization of political friendship does not require a wholesale reinvigoration of civil 

society – those voluntary associations can serve as catalysts for the practice of political 

friendship.423 

 Of course, these voluntary associations cannot play even this relatively limited 

role when their memberships lack any sort of diversity – political, economic, cultural, 

religious, ethnic, or racial.  So, given that these voluntary associations will likely be local 

(i.e., their memberships will draw from residents of surrounding neighbourhoods), efforts 

                                                 

421 Such voluntary associations are to be contrasted with associations that are formed to express ethnic, 
cultural, racial, and/or religious identities or affiliations. 
422 Along these lines, researchers have found that people who live in ‘ethnically diverse’ areas tend to 
exhibit more inclusive and tolerant attitude than do people who live in ethnically homogeneous areas.  See 
Oliver Christ et al, “Contextual effect on positive intergroup contact on outgroup prejudice,” PNAS Early 
Edition (2013): doi, www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1320901111. 
423 Put differently, the ability of voluntary associations to serve this function is contingent on the fact that 
their memberships do indeed draw from a variety of social groups/categories.  This suggests that there is a 
need to encourage all geographic regions and types of social organization to become as diverse as possible 
– ethnically, racially, culturally, economically, religiously, and politically.  On this score, the cultivation of 
political friendship in a liberal democracy faces a self-imposed hurdles: a liberal democratic society cannot 
force its citizens to live in places where those citizens would otherwise not choose to live for the sake of 
making the composition of all geographic regions as representative of the total citizenry as possible.  As we 
saw in Chapter 4, authoritarian regimes face no such self-imposed ocnstraints when pursuing equity. 
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should be made to ensure that those neighbourhoods themselves have some meaningful 

degree of internal diversity.  Laws (e.g., zoning laws, laws concerning the funding of 

public schools) should be reformed to dissuade segregation rather than encourage it, and 

gated communities should be severely limited, if not banned outright. 

 We therefore have an understanding of how associations can allow citizens to 

practice political friendship with a subset of the citizenry that can be plausibly described 

as representative of the citizenry as a whole.  Political and economic associations, 

characterized by both internal democracy and internal pluralism, can collectively provide 

citizens with opportunities to employ the techniques of political friendship with a variety 

of fellow citizens with whom they might otherwise not encounter – to reach across a 

plurality of social cleavages and to seriously encounter the differences and disagreements 

that those cleavages represent and reproduce.  Meanwhile, even though voluntary 

associations likely cannot provide such opportunities, those voluntary associations that 

are organized around subjects which are not fundamental to people’s identities (at least 

relatively so) can potentially attract members of a variety of social groups/categories.  As 

a result, they can potentially serve as the basis of an initial familiarity – one which can be 

nourished into something more substantial in political and economic associations. 

 It is, of course, advisable not to be overly confident that this arrangement of 

associations will facilitate the practice of political friendship across social cleavages 

without fail.  As Hannah Arendt councils, human affairs are characterized by contingency 
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after contingency, so no action or design ever achieves its intended purposes;424 the 

question is not whether or not a given proposal will fail to achieve its purposes, but 

rather, ‘by how much?’  Still, there are ways of maximizing my proposal’s probability of 

success – even beyond preparing citizens to be capable of practicing political friendship 

in the manner I suggested earlier. 

Material (In)equality 

One of these ways is to adequately address the problem of material (in)equality.  Now, 

one may object that this problem is a question for distributive justice – not political 

friendship.  After all, the question of what levels of inequality should be considered 

unjust and the question of what sorts of procedures determine whether or not a certain 

level of inequality is unjust fall under the purview of a discussion on distributive justice, 

not a discussion of how to best sustain a polity in a manner that does not betray liberal 

democratic precepts and aspirations.  However, I maintain that it is vital for us to 

consider this subject for our purposes, for even if a certain level of inequality is 

permissible under the principles of distributive justice, that level of inequality can 

nonetheless be problematic for the practice of political friendship.425  Similarly, even if a 

                                                 

424 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, ed. Margaret Canovan (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1998), 237. 
425 Along a similar vein, John Rawls argues that some inequalities permitted by the difference principle 
might nonetheless be rejected because they undermine the fair value of political liberties (John Rawls, A 
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Rousseau, "Discourse on the Origin of Foundations of Inequality Among Men or Second Discourse," in 
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certain level of inequality is impermissible under the principles of distributive justice, that 

level of inequality might not be problematic for the practice of political friendship.  So, 

what is the relationship between inequality and political friendship?426 

 I submit that inequality is a problem for political friendship insofar as it 

(inequality) prevents citizens of different economic standings from developing the sense 

that they are in fact members of the same polity.427  This general principle is 

spectacularly illustrated by the modern global economy.  In established economies and 

emerging economies alike, the gains made by the ‘top 1 percent’ over the past half-

century have far outpaced the gains made by everyone else.  Not only do members of the 

global top 1 percent share more common with one another than with the citizens of their 

respective countries; they largely interact exclusively among themselves, jet-setting to 

meet one another in a handful of global cities.428  Such inequality hinders the practice of 

political friendship in at least two ways.  First, such inequality makes it more difficult for 

citizens of different economic standings to interact with one another, let alone grapple 

with their differences and disagreements.  Indeed, in the case of the global top 1 percent, 

it is as if they have set up their own parallel society.  Second, by encouraging some 

citizens to set up their own parallel society, divorced from the rest, such inequality can 

                                                 

426 In answering this question, I try to avoid offering specific policies to realize the desired relationship 
between material (in)equality and political friendship.  That is the purview of policy experts. 
427 This intuition recalls Aristotle’s insight that even though unequals can be friends, they can only be 
friends when that inequality is not excessive (Aristotle, NE.1159a1). 
428 Chrystia Freeland, Plutocrats: The Rise of the New Global Super-Rich and the Fall of Everyone Else 
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lead to the development of subcultures whose norms and ethos are at odds with political 

friendship.  For example, in contrast to the economic elites of prior generations, the 

global top 1 percent consists largely of first- and second-generation wealth rather than of 

inherited or landed wealth; the members of the global top 1 percent are, in the words of 

Chrystia Freeland, “hardworking, highly educated, jet-setting meritocrats who feel they 

are the deserving winners of a tough, worldwide economic competition – and, as a result, 

have an ambivalent attitude towards those of us who haven’t succeeded quite so 

spectacularly.”429  It is obvious why the development of such a meritocratic ethos 

undermines the practice of political friendship.  When one interprets economic results in 

terms of desert, it becomes less likely that one will be inclined to perform sacrifices for 

their fellow (poorer) citizens, let alone share power.  At most, one will develop a taste for 

charity or philanthropy.  As a matter of general principle, we can therefore say that 

inequality is a problem insofar as it prevents citizens from having a sense that they are 

members of the same polity – that they are fellow citizens with whom they ought to 

practice political friendship.   

 Although economic insecurity (including poverty) and material inequality are 

separate issues, it is also worth noting that the former can also undermine the practice of 

political friendship.  This is because in order to participate in many sorts of association, 

one must first have money and free time.  As Julie Rose notes, “To associate with one’s 

fellow hobbyists at club meetings, for instance, one generally requires money for club 
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dues and the free time to attend the meeting.”430  So, free time and money are resources 

that are largely inaccessible to those who lack economic security – those who must work 

all the time just to survive.  Political friendship is therefore something that these sorts of 

citizens cannot easily practice.  Now, it is the case that these hurdles to the practice of 

political friendship can potentially be mitigated by the arrangements I proposed above.  

In particular, European-styled corporations or, even, workers’ unions can provide their 

members the opportunity to participate in collective decision making processes.  Poor 

workers can therefore potentially have some experience with political friendship by 

virtue of the fact that they have a voice on corporate boards or, alternatively, by virtue of 

the fact that they must be members of those unions as part of their employment 

(assuming that their jobs are unionized).  However, when such opportunities are 

unavailable – for instance, when boards lack worker representation or when unionization 

is not permitted – it will be all the more difficult for those who lack economic security to 

be able to practice political friendship in even this limited sense. 

Protecting the Metaphor of Political Friendship: Limiting Campaign Season 

Another way of maximizing the probability of my proposal’s success is to safeguard the 

metaphor of political friendship by limiting the prevalence of campaign season.  While 

campaigns are necessary for a liberal democracy to function, when campaigns effectively 

never end, it becomes increasingly tempting for citizens who disagree with one another 
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politically or who belong to opposing political parties and groups to consider one another 

as if they were enemies rather than as competitors who are also political friends. 

 On this point, a distinction Gutmann and Thompson make between the “logic of 

campaigning” and the “logic of governing” proves fruitful.  On Gutmann and 

Thompson’s account, the logic of governing implies a “compromising mindset.”  When 

political actors and members of the general citizenry adopt this mindset, they “respect 

their opponents enough to collaborate on legislation” and are willing to make 

concessions.431  In contrast, the “logic” of campaigning implies an “uncompromising 

mindset.”  When people adopt this mindset, not only do they “stand on principle”; they 

also maintain a posture of “mutual mistrust” – and understandably so: campaigns are 

“contests with zero-sum outcomes, not opportunities for win-win solutions… [and are 

thus inevitably] rife with suspicion and manipulation.”432 

 Now, it might seem that both campaigning and the uncompromising mindset are 

contrary to political friendship.  After all, the goal of the practice of political friendship, 

as I understand it, is to generate a culture of trust; the uncompromising mindset consists 

of purposeful distrust, and campaigns are thus opportunities to deepen that distrust.  

However, there is reason to believe that the uncompromising mindset and campaigns are 

valuable for both political friendship and liberal democracy more generally. For one 

thing, campaigns are the “best feasible practice”433 for allowing free and equal citizens to 

                                                 

431 Gutmann and Thompson, Spirit of Compromise, 161. 
432 Gutmann and Thompson, Spirit of Compromise, 150. 
433 Gutmann and Thompson, Spirit of Compromise, 158. 
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choose their representatives.  For another, in order to generate trust and to facilitate the 

identification and rectification of injustice, the practice of political friendship requires 

that people actually express their differences and disagreements to one another.  

Campaigns and the uncompromising mindset can thereby serve as ways for citizens to 

express their differences and disagreements.  With that, campaigns help voters get a clear 

sense of what candidates stand for, thereby contributing to the sense that choices do in 

fact exist within the liberal democratic system.  In this manner, campaigns allow 

representative liberal democracy – not unlike the market – to “aggregate[e] a variety of 

opinions, interests, and sources of information.”434 

 Still, it is important to ensure that campaigning and the use of the 

uncompromising mindset is appropriately constrained.  In Gutmann and Thompson’s 

words, it is important to prevent “the competition in campaigning from overwhelming the 

deliberation necessary for governing.”435  Gutmann and Thompson make this claim on 

the grounds that when political actors have to constantly maintain an uncompromising 

mindset, they cannot assume the compromising mindset that governing requires – and 

gridlock ensures.  With the benefit of our discussion of conceptual metaphor, however, 

we can say that gridlock is far from the most serious danger of having campaign season 

become perpetual.  Rather, we can say that the most serious danger is that the metaphor 

                                                 

434 Andrew Sabl, "Liberalism Beyond Markets," Niskanen Center, accessed January 21, 2019, 
https://niskanencenter.org/#/content/liberalism-beyond-markets/. 
435 Gutmann and Thompson, Spirit of Compromise,159. 
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of political friendship will become overwhelmed, if not completely displaced, by the 

metaphor of politics as warfare. 

Now, it is the case that some degree of tension exists between the metaphor of 

political friendship and the logic of campaigning.  As we have seen, when citizens 

understand politics and their social relations through the metaphor of political friendship, 

they understand the good of others to be part of their own interest and are thus willing to 

autonomously consent to limits on their own agency – to compromise.  In contrast, the 

logic of campaigning is defined by the opposite – the refusal to compromise.  This does 

not mean that the two cannot or should not exist simultaneously.  Indeed, the refusal to 

compromise does not necessarily imply that the opponents involved must treat one 

another as enemies.  In sports, opponents frequently compete with one another all the 

while adhering to the rules of the game and maintaining a basic level of mutual respect, 

despite the fact that they do not compromise one another (although not always!).  They 

sometimes even develop mutual admiration and affection over the course of the 

competition or series of competitions.  Likewise, in Commonwealth parliamentary 

systems, the largest group of losers in parliament are formally designated as the “Loyal 

Opposition,” the implication being that it is “as integral a part of the constitutional 

structure… as the authority of government [the winners]” that the losers be able to 

“oppose actively… [and] continually criticize and proclaim alternatives to government 
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policies… without being labeled a subversive or a traitor.”436  It is therefore not 

inconceivable that the metaphor of political friendship and the logic of campaigning can 

co-exist and, perhaps, complement one another.  In fact, as I implied early, the metaphor 

of political friendship can structure political competition so that the logic of campaigning 

resembles something more akin to a respectful sporting competition than warfare.  That 

way, opponents can compete as adversaries to be defeated rather than enemies to be 

destroyed. 

When campaign season never terminates,437 however, it becomes far more 

difficult for political actors and citizens alike to ever set aside the uncompromising 

mindset and, indeed, to refrain from using and thinking in terms of the language typically 

associated with campaigning.  That is, it will become more difficult for citizens to 

practice political friendship and for them to use the language of political friendship – 

even if they would prefer to be able to do so.  As a result, citizens will increasingly think 

in terms of political competition, yet that logic of political competition will become 

increasingly untethered from any cognitive structure or theoretical resources that might 

be provided by the metaphor of political friendship.  Political actors are thereby apt to 

compete more and more viciously.  Sooner or later, political opponents will compete as 

enemies rather than adversaries, and politics will no longer be an alternative to war; it 

                                                 

436 Jeremy Waldron, Political Political Theory: essays on institutions (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2016), 105-6. 
437 As an example of this phenomena, note how the winner of the 2016 U.S. Presidential Election 
announced his reelection campaign on January 20, 2017—the same day that he began his tenure in office. 
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will have effectively become war itself.438  More than that, citizens will become more apt 

to view society in general – not just organized politics – in zero-sum terms. 

It is therefore of utmost importance that campaign seasons be adequately 

constrained so that the logic of campaigning is not allowed to crowd out political 

friendship.  On this score, the fortunate thing is that we know that certain institutional 

designs are more likely to be capable of constraining the logic of campaigning than 

others.  Notably, although it is anti-democratic for legislative or executive terms to be too 

long, it is also not advisable for terms to be too short.  When terms are too short, 

legislatures must constantly spend their time campaigning and operating according to the 

uncompromising mindset, rather than governing and operating according to the 

compromising mindset.  This means in the U.S. context, terms for the House of 

Representative ought to be lengthened,439 whereas in parliamentary contexts, majority or 

coalition governments are preferable to minority governments (for our present purposes).  

Likewise, campaign finance laws should ensure that legislators do not need to preoccupy 

themselves with raising money, for “To the extent that legislators are devoting time to 

their contributors, they have their minds on the campaign.  They are locked into the 

uncompromising mindset.”440 

                                                 

438 Ignatieff, Fire and Ashes, 152. 
439 This might involve eliminating midterm elections. 
440 Gutmann and Thompson, Spirit of Compromise, 181. 
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Outside of government, the media should be encouraged not to allow “horse-race 

coverage” from dominating political journalism.441  Horse-race coverage has a rightful 

place in the context of actual campaign seasons.  However, outside these time frames, the 

media should be encouraged to cover political news from a broader frame of reference.  

That way, the risk that members of the general citizenry will understand politics and their 

social relations through the metaphor of warfare will be mitigated.  This does not mean 

that the media should eschew all coverage of political actors’ strategic postures and 

actions outside of election season.  However, the media can adopt a “broad[er] strategic 

frame” that acknowledges that political actors do not simply act to defeat their opponents, 

but that they also act to achieve policy objectives. 442  Perhaps, political actors act in this 

manner in order to defeat their opponents in the long run but it is also likely that they do 

so because they actually believe in those objectives.443 

The unfortunate thing, of course, is that when institutions are not designed in this 

manner, they must be reformed by political actors and citizens – that is, by the very 

people who might be engulfed by the logic of campaigning and who might thereby be 

                                                 

441 Gutmann and Thompson, Spirit of Compromise, 189.  This has especially become a problem in the 
United States. 
442 Gutmann and Thompson, Spirit of Compromise, 192.  This construal of the intention of political actors 
has the added benefit of being largely true.  See Timothy Hill, “Trust Us: Politicians Keep Most Of Their 
Promises,” FiveThirtyEight, April 21, 2016, https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/trust-us-politicians-keep-
most-of-their-promises/. 
443 Given the profit motive, it is presumably easier for media outlets that are not directly influenced by the 
need to maximize viewership to act in this manner – notably, public broadcasting (providing that it is 
sufficiently independently run) and established print media (providing that it can adapt to and survive in 
today’s media landscape).   
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incapable of thinking in terms of political friendship as a result of those troublesome 

institutions.  As Gutmann and Thompson note, a “Catch-22” emerges:  

… to make most institutional changes, including those needed to encourage 
compromise, politicians have to compromise.  To enact any significant reform 
that would lessen the pressures of the permanent campaign, they need to exercise 
the compromising mindset that those pressures tend to suppress.  It seems that 
either legislators have the mindset, in which case they do not need the reform, or 
they do not have it, in which case they will not be able to enact the reform.  To the 
extent that the uncompromising mindset dominates in the permanent campaign, 
the reforms needed to achieve a better balance between mindsets cannot be 
enacted.444 

 Unfortunately, there is not good way out of this Catch-22.  Perhaps, in conditions 

where the logic of campaigning have completely taken over, our only hope is that some 

political actors will be willing to purposefully reject the logic of campaigning and eschew 

their own strategic interests for the sake of reform and the common good, not unlike how 

Lyndon Johnson’s Democrats forfeited the Southern United States by passing the 1964 

Civil Rights and 1965 Voting Rights Acts. 

When even this cannot occur, it is up to individual citizens to take it upon 

themselves to begin the agonizing process of reclaiming political friendship.  On this 

score, the internet might prove useful.  Even though it has certainly made it easier for 

people to escape into “echo chambers” and only read and listen to that which confirms 

their pre-existing biases, the internet has also democratized the media; it is now easier 

(and less costly) for ordinary citizens to express themselves in the public sphere.  The 

                                                 

444 Gutmann and Thompson, Spirit of Compromise, 214-5. 
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downside of this development is that it has become easier for dishonest actors to spread 

disinformation, to slander, and to undermine people’s confidence in traditional news 

sources with reliable journalistic standards.  The upside, however, is that it has also 

become easier for ordinary citizens, should they choose, to discuss politics from a 

broader perspective than mere horse-race coverage.  As a result, despite the fact that 

citizens in liberal democracies are increasingly sorting themselves into ideologically-

homogeneous communities (this is especially a problem in the United States), it has also 

become easier for citizens to potentially reach across social and political cleavages and 

discuss politics, sports, culture, etc..  Such virtual interactions alone do not make citizens 

political friends, but they can nonetheless counteract the logic of campaigning.  Like the 

interactions that take place in voluntary associations, these virtual interactions can 

potentially contain the seeds of political friendship. 

The Problem of Political Enemies 

We have reached the conclusion of our discussion.  I have advanced an understanding of 

political friendship that, I believe, can serve as the basis of an unoppressive and non-

tyrannical liberal democratic stability.  This understanding of political friendship operates 

on two levels.  It first operates on the level of thought – of how citizens understand 

politics and their social relations.  When citizens are political friends, they share a basic 

sense of togetherness that is rooted in their common citizenship and nationality – put 

differently, in a common civic-national identity.  This common identity is grounded in a 

particular (and revisable) interpretation of fundamental liberal democratic principles and 

in the defining social norms, cultural ideas, history, and even language of the national 
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community.  As a result of this civic-national identity, citizens who are political friends 

find themselves committed to liberal democracy and well-equipped to resist the siren 

calls of illiberal and/or anti-democratic forums of solidarity.  On top of this basic sense of 

togetherness, citizens who are political friends also consider one another through the 

‘thin’ metaphor of political friendship: they incorporate the good of their fellow citizens – 

the good of those with whom they share a civic-national identity – into their own self-

interests and, thus, are predisposed to manage their differences and disagreements 

equitably.  So, they are motivated to express their differences and disagreements to one 

another – and should they do so successfully, they will work together towards identifying 

and rectifying various forms of injustice, increasing the stability of society in the process 

of doing so. 

 Political friendship will not be able to attain the sort of stability we are looking 

for, however, if it remains merely a mental phenomenon.  In order for political friendship 

to fulfill its promise, it must also operate on the level of practice.  Citizens need not 

practice political friendship with each and every one of their fellow citizens, but they 

must, by in large, practice political friendship with a subset of the citizenry that is 

representative of the citizenry as a whole.  Only then can they have a general sense that 

their fellow citizens (with whom the harbour differences and disagreements) act in 

manners befitting of political friendship, and only then can the “culture of trust” they 

generate overcome the barriers to trust which social cleavages represent. 

 This entails two things.  First, it entails that citizens actually possess the 

techniques of political friendship required to follow through on their commitment to 
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sustain an equitable accommodation of their differences and disagreements.  They must 

be capable of demonstrating that they are indeed willing to consent to a smaller share 

than they would otherwise receive, of applying the same standards of conduct to 

themselves as they do to others, of addressing their fellow citizens as judges rather than 

as inferiors, and, importantly, of resisting the temptation to treat their political opponents 

as enemies during political contestation.  Second, the need for citizens to practice 

political friendship with a subset of the citizenry that can plausibly be described as 

representative of the citizenry as a whole implies that the practice of political friendship 

requires an institutional terrain that facilitates the practice of political friendship across 

different social cleavages.  Such an institutional terrain would comprise a series of 

political and economic associations that are characterized by both internal democracy and 

internal pluralism.  The voluntary associations found in civil society are less conducive to 

the practice of political friendship, for it is more likely that they are both characterized by 

internal homogeneity and prone to instability in the face of conflict.  However, some of 

these voluntary associations – those organized around subjects that are not fundamental 

to people’s identities and self-understandings – can serve as the basis of an initial 

familiarity that can be nourished into something more substantial. 

 I have thereby explained how citizens who are strangers can be political friends, 

and I have demonstrated how my understanding of political friendship can compete 

against alternative, illiberal, and/or anti-democratic brands of solidarity.  Put differently, I 

have demonstrated how citizens who are committed to liberal democracy can become 

political friends, as well as how my liberal democratic understanding of political 
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friendship can, in turn, be used to reinforced those citizens’ commitments to liberal 

democracy and to potentially guide citizens who currently reject liberal democracy 

towards a commitment to liberal democracy. 

 At least two sets of questions, however, remain.  First, how ought the proponents 

of liberal democracy go about treating those who cannot be persuaded to renounce their 

rejection of liberal democracy, as well as those who threaten to corrupt liberal 

democracy, knowingly or unknowingly.  This vital question tests the limits of political 

friendship.  Should proponents of liberal democracy try to convert these political enemies 

into political friends who can be treated as mere adversaries, or should proponents of 

liberal democracy instead declare war?  In making this judgement, does it matter whether 

or not those opponents of liberal democracy also try to advance alternative, illiberal 

and/or anti-democratic brands of political friendship?  That is, are all the enemies of 

liberal democracy made equal? 

 Second, how ought liberal democratic political friends go about treating those 

who reject the need for political friendship?  That is, how ought we consider those 

citizens who might be committed to liberal democracy yet are unwilling to assume the 

responsibilities associated with being political friends – those responsibilities which, I 

have argued, are indispensable to the pursuit of an unoppressive and non-tyrannical 

liberal democratic stability?  When determining how we should behave towards those 

people, should we discriminate among the reasons for which those people have elected to 

reject political friendship?  For instance, does it make a difference whether or not one 

rejects political friendship out of ignorance, principle, or laziness? 
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 Alas, these are enormous questions that require another book to be answered.  We 

must postpone the problem of enemies until another time. 
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