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Introduction

Conflict, Reconciliation,
and Citizenship

TRAGEDY SURROUNDS US. Newspaper headlines repeat stories of suffering
engendered by ethnic rivalry, class conflict, religious strife, and war. In the
classical polis, the theater developed as a public space for collective medi-
tation on many of these very problems. This public meditation was consid-
ered a right and duty constitutive of active citizenship. Since that time, the
most important figures in the Western tradition—Plato, Hegel, Freud,
Nietzsche, and Heideggar, among many others—have looked to Greek
tragedy to reflect on the deepest political and philosophical questions.
Tragedy has been a central concern of philosophers, political theorists, lit-
erary critics, and classicists. This book is a study of attitudes toward tragedy
and their implications for democratic politics. Its aim is to provide a theory
of tragedy that is appropriate to a citizen-centered democracy, and to pro-
vide a theory of democracy that is sensitive to the tragic nature of politics.

The story of this book revolves around two competing views of
tragedy and citizenship. According to the first view, citizenship is a con-
stant struggle of speaking and listening in the midst of persistent conflict.
The tragic nature of politics makes citizenship a necessary, but also radi-
cally open-ended and indeterminate, activity. According to the second
view, tragedy is a step toward the elimination of conflict. The highest pri-
ority in politics is the reconciliation of conflict, after which the tragic con-
ditions that necessitate citizenship no longer exist. In this mistaken view
of tragedy, citizenship becomes a temporary activity that can be displaced
by properly designed political institutions. This book tells the story of the
shift from active and engaged participation rooted in a sense of tragedy to
the displacement of citizenship through a sense of reconciliation.

Although many interpreters have offered their reflections on Greek
tragedy, one character has been conspicuously absent from these discus-
sions: Sophocles’s Haemon, the son of Creon and the fiancé of Antigone.
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Of all the characters of Greek tragedy, however, Haemon may be the most
democratic. The story of this book begins with Haemon and his politics of
speaking and listening in the public realm. Using Haemon’s example,
combined with Aristotle’s political thought, I make the case for a democ-
racy centered in active citizenship and infused with a tragic sense that 
accepts the conflicts and uncertainties of political life.

A central figure in this story is Hegel. Hegel’s philosophy marks a
critical turning point in the history of political thought toward an insti-
tution-centered politics that functions without active citizen participa-
tion. The key to this turning point is a new attitude toward tragedy.
According to the Hegelian narrative, tragic conflict is self-dissolving and
reconciliation is immanent in the underlying structure of conflict and
the developmental logic of the institutions of the state. This attitude to-
ward tragedy can be seen reflected in some of the most influential con-
temporary political theory scholarship, including works of Richard Rorty,
John Rawls, and Judith Butler. By reconsidering Hegel’s attitude toward
tragedy, this book offers a new diagnosis of the most urgent problems
facing our democracy. As this book uncovers the politics of reconcilia-
tion and its reverberations in the theory and practice of contemporary
citizenship, Hegel’s political philosophy will emerge as a paradigmatic
failure to acknowledge the tragic dimensions of politics.

A Theory of Tragedy for Active Citizenship

By using tragedy to bring classical and post-Hegelian philosophy into con-
versation, this book identifies and illuminates a central conflict in the his-
tory of political thought, the conflict between active citizenship and
institutional politics. By active citizenship, I mean direct citizen participa-
tion in collective action in the broad tradition of “participatory democ-
racy.”1 As I understand it, participatory democracy includes citizen
engagement in the state itself as well as in the sector of “civil society,” or
nonstate collective action.2 Participatory democracy requires that institu-
tions be dependent on and driven by citizen participation. Institutional
politics, by contrast, means politics that takes place within or is driven by
the institutions of the state. Institutional politics is a politics of forms, “for-
mal” in the dual sense that it is mediated by stable organizations with de-
fined shapes, and that it requires no substantive citizen participation. The
best regime is defined by formal qualities of organizations, and institu-
tions are regarded as more or less autonomous from citizens. Institutional
politics can be supported by approaches to citizenship that emphasize
passive obedience to the state or apathy toward the political realm.

Active citizenship can play a number of critical roles in a democratic
regime. Rousseau argues that citizen participation is necessary to ensure the
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legitimacy of institutions.3 For Tocqueville, participation in associations
with like-minded citizens can give individuals a greater sense of voice, a
“moral force” that is an essential bulwark against the tyranny of majority
opinion.4 Hannah Arendt argues that active citizenship provides a sense of
existential meaning against the stultification of late-modern mass society.5

In a pragmatic spirit, John Dewey shows that through participatory politics,
citizens become aware of the complexities of public problems, democ-
ratizing knowledge and enabling better solutions.6 Recent scholarship 
has explored the social benefits of citizen engagement through building
trust and other forms of “social capital” and civil society.7 These theories 
all provide frameworks for understanding what is lost in the turn toward 
citizenless politics.

Tragedy was a central cultural institution in the Athenian polis, a
highly participatory society that valued active citizenship. In this context,
all practices and institutions were understood as part of a larger commu-
nity. If the classical polis did not distinguish a realm of culture indepen-
dent from politics, it follows that tragedy must have been more than
mere entertainment. The practices and institutions that developed
alongside tragic drama suggest that this was the case.8 The audience, pro-
duction, performance, and judgment of Greek tragedy all had strong
parallels to the institutions and practices of the political sphere. Greek
tragedy was part of the larger culture and tradition that prided itself on
excellence in public speech. Telling stories through words, it continued
the oral tradition of epic poetry. As a speech-centered art, drama was
therefore well suited to contribute to the civic education of citizens. By
portraying dramatic and compelling speeches, tragedy helped to culti-
vate essential qualities of citizenship, such as skills in public speaking and
listening to others. Tragedy required its audience to identify with char-
acters in complex ethical situations, follow their words, and expand its
sympathetic abilities. These are foundational skills for participation in
the political realm. Finally, the plays often deal with substantively politi-
cal themes, including the meaning of justice, the distinction between
kingship and tyranny, the legitimacy of the state, and the destructive po-
tential of the passions. The totality of Greek tragedy, including its aes-
thetic form, institutional context, and substantive themes, suggest that
tragic drama was constitutive of active citizenship.

An understanding of tragedy will enable democratic theory to better
understand the nature of participatory democracy and, in particular, to
respond to the problem of conflict. Conflict is a fundamental presence
in both politics and tragic drama. Differences in opinions, experiences,
identities, power, and interests are embedded in complex human soci-
eties. Conflicts over these differences engender injustice and suffering in
both politics and tragedy. As Aristotle observes in the Politics, conflict is
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built into the very nature of a polis (Politics, 1261a15–25). Hannah
Arendt describes plurality as the basic human condition of action and
speech.9 In a similar spirit, Jane Mansbridge argues that democracy com-
bines a balance between healthy “adversarial” conflict and “unitary” ef-
forts to mediate conflict and generate commonality.10 Attention to the
problem of conflict is particularly important for participatory and citizen-
centered approaches to democracy.

Reflecting the centrality of political conflict, empirical scholarship
on political participation indicates that attitudes toward conflict are im-
portant determinants of participation. For example, citizens in focus
groups report that they are not politically active because they are psy-
chologically uncomfortable with conflict, dislike the hard work of com-
promise and deliberation with others, overestimate the level of
consensus, and perceive adversarial politics as unnecessary.11 Other re-
ports show that citizens are turned off because of media representations
of polarized politics and conflicts between special interests.12 Because of
the implications of conflict for citizen efficacy and interest in politics,
theories of participatory democracy must account for and cope with this
empirical reality.

Fortunately, the art form of tragic drama provides an opportunity to
address the problem of conflict. Like politics, tragedy is filled with stories
of conflict. Tragedy dramatizes conflicts between claims to justice, rulers
and subjects, religion and secularism, gender identities, individuals and
their communities, and unconscious desires and the repressive demands
of civilization, to name just a few. In fact, multiple conflicts like these can
frame the action within a single play, as various interpretations and per-
formances of the Antigone have demonstrated.13 How might active citizens
respond to conflicts like these? From the perspective of participatory de-
mocracy, is conflict endemic in political life, or a temporary condition
that can be eliminated? Is conflict capable of final reconciliation? Is rec-
onciliation a futile struggle against fate, or does it have a self-fulfilling
logic? If conflict is omnipresent in politics, participatory democracy must
address these sorts of questions, which is to say that it must have a theory
of tragedy.

In response to these questions, this book identifies the distinct sense
of tragedy that is reflected in and embodied by citizen-centered demo-
cratic politics. Active citizenship requires a paradoxical sense that the rec-
onciliation of conflict is an indeterminate and even impossible task, and
yet among the highest and most meaningful of human activities. Engage-
ment in public-building politics requires both a yearning to mediate and
cope with conflict and an understanding that conflict is omnipresent and
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ineliminable. Citizenship recognizes the empirical reality that conflict 
exists, but also struggles for mediation and negotiation. Active citizenship
is not a politics of grand overcoming, but rather ongoing struggle against
limitation and imperfection. This book considers how the political
tragedies of classical Greek literature reflected and contributed to a tragic
view of conflict required for active citizenship.

On the one hand, active citizenship implicitly rejects the extremely
negative view that the negotiation of conflict is merely futile and mean-
ingless.14 This view of conflict is implicit in theories of power politics.
These theories are skeptical of the existence of a common good, and
argue for coercive institutions to contain or force a balance of power. In-
stead of seeing conflict as totally overwhelming and absolutely hopeless,
participatory democracy implicitly presumes that citizen engagement in
politics is worthwhile. For example, citizenship may be understood as
meaningful in a moral or existential sense, or it may produce concrete im-
provements in the public realm. Either way, participatory democracy re-
quires a tragic sense that values citizenship despite its limitations and
imperfections. A theory of tragedy appropriate to participatory democ-
racy can help account for how citizens find meaning in a world of conflict.

On the other hand, the view of tragedy proposed in this book rejects
the extremely optimistic view that conflict is self-dissolving and capable
of final reconciliation. Instead of seeing conflict as a temporary or acci-
dental condition, active citizenship implicitly reflects a sense that conflict
can be addressed only through conscious actions. Rather than possessing
a self-moving logic that points toward reconciliation, this view of citizen-
ship sees the world as ambiguous and fraught with tension. Furthermore,
citizens’ sympathetic horizons and their skills in speaking with and lis-
tening to one another are regarded as always capable of further im-
provement. Instead of seeing the elimination of conflict as the goal of
politics, citizen-centered politics sees itself as an open-ended activity that
is never capable of final resolution.

The approach to tragedy and conflict implicit in active citizenship
stands in contrast to the institutionalist alternative expressed in Hegel’s
narrative of tragedy and reconciliation. As it is grounded in a new attitude
toward tragedy, Hegel’s philosophy is a paradigmatic expression of the
moral foundations of institutional politics. This is not to say that the
Hegelian approach lacks a sense of tragedy, but rather that it responds to
tragedy in a radically different way. For Hegel, tragedy begins to be un-
derstood as the elimination of conflict through the immanent develop-
ment of the state. For Hegel, underlying every conflict is an immanent
logic of reconciliation in which contradictions work themselves out and
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harmony is restored. From this perspective, conflict is more apparent
than real. The challenge is not to cope with conflict, but to discover the
harmony that underlies the mistaken appearances. Resulting from this
very different understanding of conflict and tragedy, rather than ongoing
and perpetually incomplete acts of citizenship, nonparticipatory theories
of democracy see political institutions as providing a complete and deter-
minate reconciliation of conflict. Therefore, institutional theories of de-
mocracy see ongoing acts of citizenship as unnecessary, and institutions as
capable of reconciliation independent of citizen-centered politics.

Although this book focuses on the distinct senses of tragedy implicit 
in active citizenship and institutional politics, this is not to say that other
political theories lack their own sense of tragedy. Instead, tragedy is a re-
curring theme throughout the history of political thought, with signifi-
cant implications both for and against active citizenship. Plato develops
the case for philosophical kingship alongside a critique of tragedy, and
an extensive literature addresses the question of whether Plato is rightly
understood as either antidemocratic or antitragic.15 Nietzsche’s critique
of modernity arises from a unique sense of tragedy based on his study of
its earliest form in which it was almost entirely chorus and music rather
than actors and plots.16 Max Weber argues for an expert class of civil ser-
vants within bureaucratic regimes to have a “knowledge of tragedy,” a
sense of the ethical conflict between ultimate values and responsible
means in the exercise of power.17 Freud views tragedy in terms of un-
conscious desires that threaten civilization, with important implications
for contemporary theories of gender and feminist politics.18 Unfortu-
nately, to bring these thinkers into conversation with Sophocles and
Hegel would require an entirely different set of texts and categories of
analysis. That would in turn distract from the primary contrast between
active citizenship and reconciliation through institutional politics. Al-
though these theories are tangential to the primary concerns of this
book, however, they confirm that many political theories, including par-
ticipatory democracy, can benefit from explicitly considering their rela-
tionship to tragedy.

This study turns to Greek tragedy to better understand active citizen-
ship and the challenges to it through three general lines of inquiry. First,
I am interested in identifying the moral qualities and civic skills necessary
to active citizenship. This line of inquiry will ask questions such as: What
are the tragic emotions, and what moral qualities do they imply? What is
their ethical value for active citizenship? As the primary cultural form as-
sociated with Greek democracy, tragedy can tell us a great deal about the
habits and practices of citizenship required to sustain democratic politics.
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I am especially interested in Greek tragedy as a speech-centered form
of expression. “Deliberative democracy” scholarship has recently emerged
in response to concerns about the quality of late-modern political 
discourse.19 Deliberative democrats are concerned that the public sphere
has been corrupted by the politics of interest, insufficient education, and
ineffective and irrational forms of communication. According to deliber-
ative democrats, active citizen engagement in the public sphere is neces-
sary to allow citizens to encounter alternative perspectives and deepen
public discussion of political issues, creating more rational outcomes and
greater solidarity. One might say that in addition to the quantity of citizen
participation, deliberative democrats are concerned with its quality.20 As
a speech-centered expressive form, tragedy was an important educative in-
stitution in the “public sphere” of discourse and communication.21 How
did the tragedy contribute to the Greek culture of speech? How might the
tragic emotions aid in strengthening the contemporary public sphere? I
am interested in Greek tragedy in order to provide an account of the
moral qualities of citizens as they engage directly in democratic discourse.

This book will argue that one of the most important civic benefits of
Greek tragedy was that it helped to cultivate skills in listening. Since the
“linguistic turn” in contemporary philosophy, much effort has gone into
thinking about the moral elements of public speech. However, very little
work has been done on the role and precise qualities of listening in ac-
tive citizenship.22 This book will explore both the form and substance of
Greek tragedy, and the ways in which this speech-centered form of ex-
pression performed in a democratic context may have helped cultivate
an audience with sophisticated listening skills.

This inquiry into the core qualities of active citizenship will be fur-
ther supported through a contrast to Hegel’s reconstruction of tragedy
and citizenship. The central focus will be Hegel’s ultimate concern of
“reconciliation,” an existential sense of being “at home” in the world.
This book will ask: What attitude toward tragedy is implied in Hegel’s
philosophy of reconciliation? To what extent does Hegel’s philosophy
depart from the classical approach to tragedy? What are the implications
for active citizenship? Hegel’s philosophy will emerge from this discus-
sion as a reversal of the classical approach, and a paradigmatic statement
of the institutional alternative.

The second line of inquiry is an assessment of the state of contempo-
rary democratic theory in light of tragedy and citizenship. Here I will be
asking: What is happening to citizenship grounded in the tragic emotions
in contemporary society? To what extent is the Hegelian attitude domi-
nant in late-modern political theory and practice? By identifying Hegelian
themes in the works of important contemporary philosophers, I hope to
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show that the ambivalence of contemporary theorists toward participatory
democracy is substantially indebted to a Hegelian attitude toward tragedy.
My aim is to bring to light Hegel’s influence on thinkers not often associ-
ated with his philosophy. To do so, I identify three “hard cases”: impor-
tant figures in contemporary political theory usually understood as critics
of Hegelian philosophy who embrace the Hegelian attitude toward
tragedy at the expense of active citizenship. Read through the lens of
tragedy, the politics proposed by these thinkers lacks a substantive role for
citizens, leading to fundamentally incoherent theories of democracy.

This book uses Hegel’s attitude toward tragedy to explain the ab-
sence of active citizenship in contemporary theories of liberalism, the
dominant theory in modern American intellectual history. Liberalism is
a political philosophy that broadly prioritizes individual freedom above
all other political goals. Liberalism is ambivalent about democracy be-
cause of the potential of tyrannical majorities to interfere with individual
freedoms. Therefore, liberalism is quite compatible with institutional
politics that do not feature citizens in a powerful central role. From this
perspective, properly designed institutions with checks and balances that
fragment the power of the state are seen as the best way to protect indi-
vidual freedom. Although its institutions are fragmented and weak com-
pared to Hegel’s Prussian state, institutionalist liberalism similarly
implies a formal politics with little citizen participation. Contemporary
Hegelian liberalism embraces a minimalist and privatized conception of
citizenship that is rooted in a philosophical approach that reflects some-
thing like Hegel’s attitude toward tragedy. Although Hegel would never
have anticipated their uses and abuses of his philosophy, this book pro-
vides a way to identify a growing group of thinkers that adapts Hegel’s
reconciliatory project from its original concern with the nineteenth-
century Prussian state to the present context of Anglo-American liberal
democracy. From the standpoint of active citizenship, this approach
combines the worst elements of liberalism and institutional politics,
while dispensing with the best. It embraces the privatized and minimalist
conception of citizenship of liberalism, but fails to capture its potential
for radical critique. At the same time, it is characterized by the Hegelian
acceptance of existing institutions, but without that tradition’s thick
sense of public commitment. When seen against the tragic ideal of active
citizenship, the intellectual origins of contemporary minimalist liberal-
ism and its implications for the future can be better understood.

The last general line of inquiry of this book concerns the ultimate
moral foundations of active citizenship. Since Nietzsche’s critique of all
moral systems, the choice between competing moralities—including be-
tween active citizenship and institutional politics—appears to be essen-
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tially arbitrary and lacking in any ultimate moral meaning. Throughout
the argument, I will be grappling with the post-Nietzschean condition 
of our times. Is democracy meaningful in a human, moral way? Can the 
experience of tragedy provide a sense of meaning for active citizenship?

I will answer these questions with two related arguments. First,
tragedy can provide an epistemological grounding for democratic moral-
ity. Turning to Greek tragedy can help political theory respond to the
problem of moral grounding because it implies a moral epistemology of
active citizenship. Claims to knowledge are a common theme in Greek
tragedy, with many of the narratives revolving around faulty episte-
mologies and their destructive consequences. Tragedies demonstrate 
the fallibility of human beings and the destructiveness of overconfident
and impulsive action that is undertaken without thorough and other-
inclusive deliberation. Although all knowledge may be imperfect and 
incomplete, tragedies portray individual ways of knowing as especially
vulnerable to reversal. As we will see, Creon and Antigone each claim
radically different ways of knowing the law, and the conflict between
them hinges on a failure to listen to and learn from others. Similarly, the
tragedy of Oedipus concerns his claim to self-knowledge, the ironies of
epistemological overconfidence, and, as Peter Euben puts it, the “tyranny
of mind.”23 The conflicts of Greek tragedy as a whole raise questions of
moral knowledge in ethically complex situations. This book will ask how
a sense of tragedy can provide participatory democracy with an open-
ended moral epistemology that moves citizens beyond ignorance, yet ac-
knowledges the complexity of conflict and resists the temptation to close
off deliberation. At the same time, I will argue that participatory democ-
racy is the only political theory capable of addressing the tragic implica-
tions of ignorance brought on by the failure to listen to others.

Second, tragedy can provide an ontological grounding for active cit-
izenship. Tragedy is filled with images of human mortality, stories of mis-
takes made in the midst of conflict, resulting in death and suffering.
Tragedy shows human beings as radically limited, prone to making mis-
takes, and unable to transcend situations of ethical ambiguity. The expe-
rience of tragedy provides an opportunity to acknowledge the human
condition of mortality and finitude and reconsider its implications for
politics. Seen in this light, participatory democracy as opposed to other
democratic theories is best able to accommodate a tragic view of the
human condition. The experience of tragedy will not provide a fixed set
of rules to solve all moral problems with absolute determinacy. However,
with insight into the tragic aspects of the human condition, democracy
will not be a purely arbitrary choice and can thus be understood as 
reflecting practical wisdom and grounded in a broad sense. In this way, 

Conflict, Reconciliation, and Citizenship 9



democracy will emerge as a meaningful expression of a morality rooted
in a human condition of mortal limitation and imperfection.

Why Greek Democracy? Why Now?

For insight into the moral foundations of active citizenship, this study
turns to the political and cultural practices of classical Athens. Demo-
cratic theory rooted in classical political thought has received vehement
criticism for looking to premodern politics and engaging in romantic
nostalgia for the past.24 In response to this view, this book finds that
Athenian democracy offers a rich resource for democratic theory moti-
vated by contemporary concerns. For those who are interested in the
moral foundations of active citizenship, political texts from this period
can be especially useful in addressing at least three recent developments
in American and world politics.

First, contemporary political theory is increasingly searching for 
relatively robust alternatives to representative democracy. Empirical
scholarship has shown a broad decline in “social capital” and citizen en-
gagement in the political realm. In response, scholars are talking about
making democracy “strong” or “participatory.”25 Hannah Arendt drew
on ancient Greece to provide a model for political action as an antidote
to the passivity of modern mass society.26 Athens is interesting as a para-
digmatic participatory democracy in the history of Western civilization.
All Athenian citizens had the right to be chosen by lot to serve as repre-
sentatives on the Council of 500, the main legislative body, and to partic-
ipate directly in the Assembly, a deliberative body that would discuss
matters of war and peace and approve the proposals of the council.27 In
contrast to modern democracy, Aristotle regarded the election of repre-
sentatives as an aristocratic or oligarchic practice because representation
is elitist in its ruling principle (1294b7–15). Athens was not, of course, a
democratic utopia; it excluded women and slaves from participation, and
was periodically taken over by tyrants and oligarchs. But by virtue of its
participatory nature, Athens constitutes, in Hegel’s terminology, a world-
historical civilization, and thus may be a useful resource in thinking
about our own democracy.

Second, Athenian democracy can contribute to contemporary con-
versations about deliberative democracy and the quality of the public
sphere. Athenian politics was not only remarkable for its participatory na-
ture, but also for its ability, at least in principle, to link participation with
effective practices of speaking and listening. Recent scholarship has
shown that communicative practices were central in moderating political
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conflict.28 Speech was obviously of paramount political importance in
the courts, and the Assembly was, if not the world’s first deliberative in-
stitution, one of the most visible and influential. Public speeches such as
Pericles’s Funeral Oration (as described by Thucydides) reflected and
may have helped to define the core values of Athenian democracy.29 And
Aristotle makes speech concerning justice the paradigmatic skill of the
zoon politikon: “the city belongs among the things that exist by nature, and
man is a political animal . . . For as we assert, nature does nothing in vain,
and man alone among the animals has speech” (1253a1–10). Speech—
and especially partnership in speech—was seen by Aristotle as the essen-
tial skill of citizenship (1253a15–18). Research on Athenian democracy
can help contemporary scholars identify the qualities of citizenship
needed for and moral foundations of effective political speech.

Third, in reaction to a number of world events, contemporary polit-
ical theory is broadening the concept of “the political.” For a confluence
of reasons, politics is no longer understood as limited to the nation-state
and its institutions. The 1989 revolutions in Eastern Europe undermined
the legitimacy of communist states, and demonstrated the political
power of nonstate civil society. Since then, globalization and the scale of
late-modern society have undermined the sovereignty of the state and
pluralized the potential sites of politics.30 For all of these reasons, the
postmodern world has blurred the distinction between public and pri-
vate, and expanded the political beyond the institutions of the state. 
As a result of all these changes, empirical scholarship and normative the-
ory are turning to the politics of civil society, the realm of nonstate col-
lective action and its social capital. Athenian democracy offers a useful
perspective as a society that did not make a hard and fast distinction 
between “politics” and “civil society.”31 Rather, in the classical approach,
all aspects of social life were seen as parts of a whole. In some ways, late-
modern society is a radical inversion of the classical: in the classical
world, civil society was colonized by the state, while in late-modernity, the
state is losing power to civil society. Implicit in both Greek democracy
and recent scholarship on civil society is the recognition that nonstate
collective action has important political implications. By turning to 
citizen-centered social and cultural institutions like Greek tragedy, con-
temporary political theory can better understand the role of civil society
and identify the moral qualities and civic skills needed to sustain it.

Finally, in turning to the politics of Athenian democracy, I am not 
arguing for wholesale rejection of modern liberal democracy. Modern
liberalism has largely avoided the atrocities that have plagued illiberal so-
cieties, and those accomplishments should not be taken for granted. I do
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not intend tragic citizenship as a binary opposite to liberalism. Rather
than an outright reversal of liberalism, active citizenship is compatible
with a strengthened liberalism that is supplemented by the “power of as-
sociation” that Tocqueville observed (but also regarded as fragile) dur-
ing the early stages of American history.32 Without arguing for doing
away with liberal political institutions, this project offers a way of thinking
about the potential role of citizenship in addressing some of their inter-
nal contradictions and unanticipated consequences.

Listening to Tragedy:
Civic Dimensions of Greek Theater

For modern readers, culture is typically seen as part of the private realm,
independent of “politics.” When reading the texts of Greek tragedy in
isolation from their original civic context, their political dimensions may
not be immediately apparent. In order to justify the study of Greek
tragedy from the perspective of political theory, a review of its civic di-
mensions is in order. How did tragedy function as a civic institution?

The precise social and political function of Greek tragedy has been a
controversial subject of inquiry for recent scholarship.33 Despite differ-
ent points of emphasis, the literature reflects a growing consensus that,
in addition to a religious event, the City Dionysia was also a civic festival,
and that Greek tragedy can be understood as at least in part a civic prac-
tice constitutive of the Athenian conception of citizenship. In Athens,
tragedies were performed at the City Dionysia, perhaps the most impor-
tant annual civic event, a political and religious festival that was regarded
as a right and duty of citizenship. Based on the size of the theater, it is es-
timated that approximately 14,000 Greeks would attend the Dionysia, an
astounding figure if only because of the absence of modern techniques
for amplifying sound. This audience almost certainly included the ma-
jority of Athens’s 6,000 free citizens who were eligible to participate in
the Assembly. The City Dionysia may have been the largest regular gath-
ering in all of Greece.34 Not only were all citizens eligible to participate,
the city actively subsidized poorer citizens’ roles in the theater with a fes-
tival fund that mirrored subsidies established by Pericles to encourage
poor citizens to fulfill their duties to serve as jurors in the legal system.
Furthermore, citizens took direct part in the productions by participat-
ing in the Choruses. Since the political institutions were often in practice
(if not in theory) dominated by educated and skillful rhetoricians, Cart-
ledge observes that, as a participatory institution, Greek tragedy may
have been even more democratic than the Assembly.35
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Greek tragedy also developed a set of practices and institutions for its
production, performance, and judgment. These practices and institu-
tions noticeably parallel or borrow from the political realm. The tragic
theater was treated as a public good. It was protected by strict rules of
order, including capital punishment for disturbances during the perfor-
mances.36 More important, it was subsidized. Actors were paid by the city.
Choregoi were wealthy individuals who were chosen to act as “producers,”
spending their own funds to finance the festivals. The institution was de-
veloped alongside Periclean democracy, and seems to have been associ-
ated with democracy. It was, for example, regarded negatively by the Old
Oligarch as a kind of excuse for the poor to take from the rich.37 The
choregoi were chosen by the archon eponymous, a public official who was
also responsible for overseeing the construction of the military’s ships.
Euben puts it nicely: “it was a liturgy equal to the maintenance of a
trireme, as if to suggest that the cultural survival of the Athenians de-
pended on the courage of its people in confronting the risks of tragedy
in the same way as its physical survival depended on its sailors’ coura-
geously meeting the risks of battle.”38

Tragedy developed practices of deliberation and collective judgment
that suggest an affinity with the democratic culture of Athenian politics.
Each tragedy was part of a competitive festival, or agon, in which groups of
plays were judged against one another.39 Aristotle argues that, for a per-
formance to count as tragic, the audience must be confronted with some-
thing “serious” rather than mere “spectacle” (Poetics, 1453b1; 1449b25).
The personal glory of the poet was surely a factor, but what was at stake for
the audience was the way in which the Athenians would decide to consti-
tute and represent their collective character to the rest of the Greek
world. The seriousness with which the Athenians treated the competition
demanded some sort of institution for deliberation: a process of judg-
ment by which the polis could recognize victory in the agon.40 The choice
of competitors was itself made by a political officer, the “archon,” who was
chosen by lot and had no special claim to literary or theatrical expertise.
Judges, in turn, were also determined by lot. Ten pools were created by
local councils, each representing one of the phylae, or the geographically
based tribes consisting of smaller demes established under Cleisthenes.41

The names in these pools were sealed in urns until the competition, when
one judge would be selected from each urn to represent his tribe. Each
judge would submit his rankings, but finally only five of the verdicts would
be selected to make the final decision ranking the performances. In any
event, once the decision of judges was made, it was not official until the
following day, after the Assembly would meet to discuss accusations of 
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impropriety. In contrast to our own movie and television awards, this
process should strike modern readers as remarkably public and demo-
cratic. The audience must have come away from a tragic festival having
learned important lessons about the civic skills needed for democratic
judgment, and having reaffirmed its belief in the core values of the city.

In addition to these institutional qualities, several aesthetic qualities 
of Greek tragedy also had a strong affinity with democracy and citizen-
ship. The essential elements of drama—such as actors, sets, the plot, and 
dialogue—have been remarkably unchanged since their invention, but in
the fifth century B.C., drama was just beginning to emerge as a stable art
form. The aesthetic developments that took place in this period may not
have been the direct result of self-conscious reflection on the polis, but one
can speculate as to possible broad connections between citizenship and
the tragic form. Hegel refers to the epic in his Lectures on Fine Art as the ex-
pression of a “childlike consciousness” (LFA, 1045).42 As tragedy was a
more complex and sophisticated form of expression, it reflected and con-
tributed to a developing moral and political consciousness with important
implications for democracy and citizenship.

Building on epic poetry, tragedy enabled ever more complex repre-
sentations than previous forms of poetry. Tragedy did not always have ac-
tors; it began with only a chorus, and emphasized music over plot.
Thespis invented the dialogue between the chorus and a single actor,
and Aeschylus and Sophocles added the use of second and third actors,
respectively.43 Although modern audiences may take for granted the role
of acting in film and theater, in antiquity this was an important innova-
tion. Instead of representing the action through the single “objective”
perspective of the narrator, tragedy for the first time enabled the repre-
sentation of multiple perspectives simultaneously, each with their own
embodiment onstage. This allowed for the dramatization of conflict in a
way that was previously unthinkable.

Further, perhaps not coincidentally, the viewpoints represented on-
stage tended to involve collisions of status. The aesthetic complexity of
the tragic form allowed it to dramatize political complexity. As Else de-
scribes the achievement of the Thespian form: “Here all Athenians,
noble and commoner alike, could meet on common ground, in a com-
mon surge of emotional identification with the heroic spirit.”44 The
Antigone is a case in point: it invites the audience to identify with a king,
two women, a young man, a common soldier, a blind seer, and a group
of elders. This kind of complex identification would not have been pos-
sible using previous forms of artistic expression. The process of complex
sympathetic identification enabled by tragedy must have been beneficial
in the training of citizens for the political realm, which also requires that
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citizens be able to “see” the polis from the perspectives of groups and 
individuals, and rulers, citizens, and outsiders.

Finally, tragedy introduced a new kind of hero to the Greek world.
While the paradigmatic epic hero Odysseus embodies the conception of
arête, or virtue, of Homeric society, the tragic heroes tend to be darker and
more ambiguous figures.45 Instead of deified heroes who are radically dif-
ferent from and elevated above the demos-audience, tragedy presented
flawed figures with whom it may have been easier for the many to identify.
In contrast to the epic heroes, Aristotle describes the tragic hero as a per-
son of intermediate virtue with some hamartia, a tragic mistake, by which
the hero becomes partly responsible for his own reversal from good for-
tune to bad (Poet., 1452b31–1453a17). Again, this shift may not have been
made consciously or for political reasons, but one can see why the tragic
form in particular flourished in a democratic polis. Its intermediate form
of heroism may have been an expression of the reducing moral distance
between aristocratic classes and the demos. And instead of simple admira-
tion, the ambiguous moral status of tragic heroes was provocative of open
ethical inquiry. Indeed, even to this day consensus has not been reached
on such problems as Oedipus’s moral responsibility and the identity of
the true sympathetic hero of the Antigone.

Within this civic and aesthetic context, tragedy dramatized complex
moral conflicts and offered fertile material for deliberation.46 The plays
deal with issues of passion and reason, religion and secularism, justified
violence and the rule of law, and the family and the state. By raising these
issues in dramatic rather than philosophical modes, tragedy is inherently
ambiguous and open to interpretation. Even when the events in the nar-
ratives are finished, they do not decisively resolve the questions they have
raised. Rather than ethical closure, the plays demand open-ended dis-
cussion and deliberation. As a reflection of this open-endedness, within
contemporary scholarship the lessons of the tragedies continue to be
contested questions, from the place of the Furies within the ethical order
of the Oresteia, to the responsibility of Antigone and Oedipus for their
crimes. As a form of art that was produced, enjoyed, and recognized by
the polis, and was itself regarded as a public good, Greek tragedy may
have been what Aristotle had in mind as at least one element of eu zen,
or living well, the activity for the sake of which the polis continues to
exist. As contemporary political theory is searching for ways in which ac-
tive citizenship can be cultivated in American democracy, Greek tragedy
is an important resource for these conversations.

Chapter 1 begins with a new political interpretation of the Antigone that
takes Haemon seriously as a central character and brings the play into
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conversation with recent scholarship in democratic theory. The substan-
tive themes of the play are the most explicitly political of Sophocles’s
works, and possibly of all of Greek tragedy. The play deals dramatically
with many of the themes of particular concern to this project, especially
the political implications of various approaches to ethical deliberation.
For these reasons, the play has been of particular interest in the history
of political thought.47 This chapter argues that the Antigone illustrates
how Greek tragedy provides the foundations for a rich democratic poli-
tics of citizen engagement in speaking and listening to others in the pub-
lic realm. Although my interpretation builds on Hegel’s insight that the
play centers on conflicts between legitimate ethical values, I contest
Hegel’s apologia for Creon and his claim that the institutions of the state
are capable of reconciling conflict.

To develop and clarify the kind of politics implied in the Antigone,
chapter 2 considers the political philosophy of Aristotle to provide an ac-
count of the moral foundations of genuinely democratic citizenship.
Haemon’s political ideal resurfaces in and is clarified by Aristotle’s aes-
thetics, ethics, and politics. Other leading scholars find in Greek tragedy
and classical political theory a sophisticated approach to individual ethi-
cal deliberation.48 I complement these approaches by bringing out the
specifically public aspects of deliberation that are necessary for Aris-
totelian ethics and democratic citizenship.

Chapter 3 continues with a consideration of Hegel’s theory of tragedy
and interpretation of the Antigone. This chapter lays out the core elements
of Hegel’s “reconciliatory” attitude toward tragedy and its paradigmatic
departures from the classical approach. For Hegel, the resolution of con-
flict between Creon and Antigone in tragedy ultimately provides a sense
of being “at home” in the world of existing institutions. By neglecting the
character of Haemon and the painful emotions required for his kind of
citizenship, Hegel’s approach reinforces the institutionalization of politics
and leaves little space for active citizen engagement. My reading of Hegel
thus responds to recent attempts to recover his philosophy as a resource
for contemporary democratic theory.49

To demonstrate the importance of Hegel’s turn away from the partic-
ipatory understanding of tragedy and citizenship, my inquiry shifts to 
contemporary American politics. Chapter 4 finds that despite the philo-
sophical radicalism of Richard Rorty’s postmodernism, the Hegelian atti-
tude resurfaces in his re-descriptive approach to philosophy, and in the
stark politics of his “postmodernist bourgeois liberalism.” Although Rawls’s
Theory of Justice is usually identified with Kantian metaphysics, chapter 5 ar-
gues that his later works are indebted to Hegel. Critical attention to Rawls’s
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turn to “political” liberalism reveals a surprising continuity with Hegel’s 
attitude toward tragedy and institutional politics. Chapter 6 considers Ju-
dith Butler’s postmodern feminism. Butler frames her philosophy and her
reading of the Antigone as a radically democratic critique of Hegel’s, yet her
subtle debts to Hegel limit the democratic potential of her theory. These
chapters collectively demonstrate a momentum in contemporary political
theory toward a new kind of liberalism supported by a Hegelian attitude to-
ward tragedy. The failures of these thinkers to recognize the tragic aspects
of politics are not isolated to academic philosophers, but rather are reflec-
tive of the larger transformations in patterns of citizenship and civil society
in which they are embedded. Finally, the concluding discussion provides
an account of the human conditions of conflict and uncertainty, and their
implications for the moral foundations of participatory democracy.
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Chapter 1

Listening to Haemon
Citizenship in the Antigone

RECENT SCHOLARSHIP IN classics, philosophy, literary criticism, and politi-
cal science, has been turning to Greek tragedy at the same time that de-
liberative democracy and civic engagement have emerged as important
themes in contemporary political theory. This chapter connects these
conversations by considering Sophocles’s Antigone as a resource for con-
temporary scholarship on active citizenship and deliberative democracy.1

My intervention in the long history of the play’s interpretation is to bring
attention to the themes of speaking and especially listening in the poli-
tics of the Antigone, as reflected in the character of Haemon and the 
recurring imagery of the play.

Although many have observed that the dominant metaphors of Oedi-
pus Rex concern blindness and sight, less attention has been paid to the im-
ages of communication and miscommunication in the Antigone. This is
unfortunate, because, as I have argued, speech and its political benefits
were of such obviously central concern in Greek culture. By focusing on
the themes of speaking and listening, I am drawn neither to Creon, nor to
Antigone, but rather the often-overlooked Haemon. In the scholarship on
the Antigone, very little attention has been paid to this character.2 Although
Haemon is secondary in terms of dramatic action, this chapter makes the
case that he is central to the political implications of the play. Haemon of-
fers the most complete account of citizenship as a practice of speaking and
listening in the public realm.3 By the end of his confrontation with Creon,
Haemon endorses a conception of practical wisdom in which the aim is to
learn (manthano) by speaking with (lego) and listening to (kluo) others. A
crucial step in Haemon’s appreciation of the ethical and political value of
excellence in speaking and listening is his sympathetic identification with
Antigone, which itself mirrors the audience’s own experience. The sympa-
thetic portrayal of Antigone and the dramatization of Haemon’s moral
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coming-of-age together constitute a potential model of citizenship charac-
terized by engagement in public conversation and supported by sympa-
thetic identification with political outsiders.

By giving full attention to themes of speaking and listening and by
seeing the Antigone from Haemon’s perspective, my interpretation chal-
lenges and supplements the influential reading offered by G. W. F. Hegel.
Hegel has interpreted the Antigone as a narrative of the reconciliation of
conflict. As I will argue in chapter 3, Hegel thus believes that tragedy
points to an essentially optimistic attitude toward history and the devel-
opment of the political institutions of the modern state. Hegel’s reading
of the Antigone rests on several basic claims: first, tragic heroes embody a
pathos, an ethical principle (such as divine or secular law) with which the
audience can identify; second, the characters mistakenly interpret their
ethical principles one-sidedly, resulting in apparent conflict and arousing
the audience’s sympathies; and third, tragedy points toward a moment of
reconciliation in which a latent rationality is discovered beneath the sur-
face appearance of conflict, arbitrariness, and injustice, resulting in a pur-
gation of the tragic emotions. The meaning of the suffering involved in
tragic conflict is revealed when we understand that it is part of historical
progress.4 Many contemporary interpreters of Greek tragedy continue to
see the play in Hegel’s terms of ethical conflict. Nussbaum, for example,
writes, “Both Creon and Antigone are one-sided, narrow, in their pictures
of what matters. The concerns of each show us important values that the
other has refused to take into account. On this issue Hegel’s famous and
frequently abused reading is correct.”5 While Nussbaum goes to great
lengths to distance herself from Hegel’s theory of ethical reconciliation,
she owes much to his narrative of ethical conflict between moral equals.
Insofar as my interpretation acknowledges that Antigone is flawed and
does not present a viable conception of citizenship, my interpretation,
like Nussbaum’s and Hegel’s, departs from recent efforts to see her as a
paradigmatic figure for rebellious politics.6

Hegel’s interpretation has advanced the understanding of tragedy by
recognizing the centrality of conflict and refusing to treat any character
as a pure or perfect hero. However, reading the play with attention to
themes of speaking in listening leads to significant revisions of Hegel’s
narrative. First, my interpretation changes the terms of the conflict. In-
stead of a conflict between equally legitimate ethical worldviews, I see the
play as centering on equally deficient approaches to political communi-
cation. The appeals to ethical principles such as the family and the city
are important to provide dramatic content to the conflict, but the real
source of the tragedy concerns the characters’ abilities to speak and lis-
ten effectively. More important, this chapter departs from Hegel’s view
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that the play points toward a harmonious reconciliation of opposites.
The ultimate outcome of the play is not a sense that conflict has been
eliminated or that order has been restored, but rather that active citi-
zenship requires ongoing efforts to sympathize with and listen to others.
Instead of the reconciliation of conflict through Antigone’s punishment,
the tragedy implies that conflict is part of the human condition and
makes necessary an open-ended politics of sympathetic engagement in
dialogue. To see the real importance of Antigone’s status, my interpre-
tation shifts the focus to Haemon and the process of political education,
or paideia, he undergoes as he comes to both sympathize with Antigone
and reject tyranny for active citizenship.7

Tyrannical Speech:
Creon and the First Choral Ode

The very structure of the play invites the audience to think about the im-
portance of listening. The audience is listening to the actors’ words while
watching the actions that they perform, all in the context of a civic festi-
val in celebration of a culture that recognizes the centrality of speech.
The narrative takes on a series of rhetorical forms: reasoned monological
speeches, intense and expressive outbursts of passion, angry exchanges
of insults and verbal abuse, and ever-so-brief moments of dialogue and
deliberation. As the audience watches and listens, the content of the nar-
rative centers on a series of breakdowns in communication between con-
flicting characters and values. The source of these breakdowns is not
conflict as such but rather conflicts specifically concerning claims to
being good at speaking and listening. At every level, the play invites the
audience to think about the politics of listening as it engages in its own
act of listening.

In this context, the moral status of Creon’s rule and its relation to pub-
lic discussion is at the forefront of the Antigone. Using a trope common in
Greek literature, Sophocles uses the location of the opening scene to fore-
shadow the conflicts and issues that will become important.8 Here, the set-
ting is outside Creon’s palace at Thebes, in front of the palace gates. In
contrast to the palace—an image of authority, power, and order—the
opening conversation is between Antigone and Ismene, her sister. Both
are members of a family that is not only cursed, but also of one that has
been involved in an attack on the polis. And modern interpreters should
not forget that Antigone and Ismene are, as women, not considered mem-
bers of the public realm. Their conversation is forced from the public
realm: “I sent for you to come outside the palace gates to listen to me pri-
vately” (19). Following the initial argument between Antigone and Ismene,
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Creon is introduced by the Chorus: “He comes to set in motion some 
design—what design is it? Because he has proposed a convocation of 
the elders. He sent a public summons for our discussion” (160–62). In the
opening image, Creon has claimed to be initiating a public discussion, yet
Antigone and Ismene have been excluded from the conversation.

The audience at this point might be expecting to see some sort of de-
liberative process—an effort at mutual persuasion—take place. Creon,
however, defies this expectation. Creon’s first lines are in the form of a
monologue, and the monologue consists of his proclamation and a series
of orders, all of which have, it appears, been decided in advance: “It has
been proclaimed (ekkekeruktai) to the city that no one shall give him fu-
neral honors or lamentation, but all must leave him unburied and a sight
of shame, with his body there for birds and dogs to eat” (204–6, Jebb
trans.). Creon ends the speech stating, “This is my will” (emon phronema)
(207, Jebb trans.). Creon’s vocabulary, together with the monological
form of his speech, suggests a preoccupation with willing and possessing,
not listening to others. Creon is introduced as someone who speaks to the
Chorus, rather than engaging with it in genuinely public conversation.

The basic conflict of the play and the central focus on the theme of
speech is further indicated in the first choral ode, the so-called Ode to
Man. The Ode begins by acknowledging the ambiguous quality of human
nature: “Many are the wonders (deina); none is more wonderful
(deinoteron) than what is man” (331–32). Next, the Chorus links human
beings’ capacity for greatness to several important concepts that will prove
to be important in the implied politics of the play: speech (phthegma),
thought (phronema), and orgas astunomous, the inclination toward social
life or law-abidingness (350–55). As the Chorus concludes, the Ode be-
comes not just an Ode to man simply, but rather to man as a political an-
imal, a being capable of citizenship. This is emphasized by the recurrence
of the root word polis in the contrast between the hypsipolis and apolis ten-
dencies of human beings: “If he honors the laws of earth and the justice
of gods (theon dikan) he has confirmed by oath, high is his city (hypsipolis).
No city (apolis) has he with whom dwells dishonor prompted by reckless-
ness” (368–72).9 The central issue is especially vivid in the Greek, in which
the word hypsipolis is immediately followed by apolis, resulting in a re-
peated emphasis on the root word polis. Framed in this way, the central
issue of the play becomes the identity of the polis and the requirements
for membership in it, and the Chorus suggests that the identities of the
apolis lawbreaker and the hypsipolis model citizen will somehow turn on
the connection between speech and wisdom.

The Ode comes just as Antigone has been reported for breaking
Creon’s edict. Although the Chorus has not yet met Antigone, and the
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Ode is not structured as a direct commentary on the immediate events of
the play, the initial suggestion is that Antigone is the apolis lawbreaker
who has disobeyed divine justice and Creon the hypsipolis model citizen
capable of speech and wisdom. Yet things may not be as simple as they
seem. Aristotle observes that Greek tragedy is distinctive for its charac-
teristic scenes of peripeteia, or “reversal,” and anagnorisis, or “recognition”
(Poetics, 1452a21–b9). The audience, knowing that it is about to witness
tragedy, is likely to see the Ode’s optimistic confidence as an ironic fore-
shadowing of the events to come. Rather than simply pointing toward
Antigone, Sophocles’s repeated invocation of images of the polis should
cause the audience a good bit of anxiety over the true identity of the hyp-
sipolis and apolis characters. In the full context of the events to come, the
concept of wonder (deinon) takes on an ambiguous, mysterious, and omi-
nous connotation.10 This ambiguity is further reinforced since the Cho-
rus never explicitly says that Creon’s law is divine, or that Antigone is
apolis. The Chorus could be in fear of Creon, subtly trying to indicate
that it believes Antigone is innocent while appeasing the King with ap-
peals to law and order. Or perhaps the Chorus simply does not know
whether Creon’s law has divine sanction, and the appeal to divine justice
is more of a general platitude than explicit unequivocal support of
Creon. By using ambiguous words like deina, Sophocles reinforces the au-
dience’s feeling that what counts as good citizenship may be more com-
plex than its usual conventions suggest. Despite its own intentions,
perhaps, the dramatic effect of the Chorus’s speech is to set up questions
regarding who is really the apolis lawbreaker and who is on the side of
speech and theon dikan.

For Hegel’s answers to these questions to be valid, Creon must first be
seen as defending an ethical principle that we find to be legitimate
(though one-sided) and equal to that of Antigone. And it is true that
Creon initially appeals to ethical principles that at least appear to be com-
pelling.11 The play is set immediately following a period of civil strife in
Thebes. Polyneices had just led an army against the city and his own
brother, Eteocles, the previous king. In this context Creon’s appeals 
to martial authority might have seemed a legitimate way of acting out his
assigned role. Creon is at least apparently recognized by the Chorus as a
legitimate ruler, suggesting that he has statesman-like powers and re-
sponsibilities that go beyond those of average citizens (158). Creon acts 
in this capacity in delivering his edict to ban the burial of Polyneices, and
in so doing he appeals to values such as peace, security, friendship, and
civic-mindedness (171–210). In his initial conflict with Antigone, Creon
references “established law” (nomous tous prokeimenous, 481). And again, in
the argument with Haemon, Creon invokes principles of authority and
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obedience (665–80) that may have struck a chord with the classical audi-
ence, if not with modern readers. There is no indication that Creon
abuses his power or profits from his office. At the very least, these qualifi-
cations serve to humanize Creon, giving his excesses a degree of com-
plexity. They also establish that whatever sympathy will be established for
Antigone will be qualified by concerns about the interests of the city and
the principle of the public good. The audience has good reason to treat
Creon sympathetically, at least in the beginning.

Although Creon’s words are often compelling, however, they are be-
trayed by his actions. Creon’s behavior confirms that his initial mono-
logue betrays deeper problems in his approach to speaking and
listening. Despite his self-conception as a legitimate ruler acting out his
assigned role, these actions undermine Hegel’s case that Creon repre-
sents legitimate principles taken to a one-sided extreme. Creon is suspect
from the very beginning of the play and his tyrannical nature repeatedly
reveals itself in the following events.

Creon’s authority rests not only on his authority as a speaker, but
also on the threat of force. Creon’s name suggests kreion, a lord or mas-
ter, but also kreo-, a prefix having to do with butchers and carving flesh. A
number of characters clearly obey Creon out of fear rather than obliga-
tion to a legitimate authority. The Chorus assents to Creon’s initial
speech because, it says, “There is none so foolish as to love his own
death” (220). The Sentry, who has no reason to fear Creon, is initially
afraid to speak. His colleague demands that they make a report, causing
them to “bow to the ground in fear” (270). The Sentry’s fears are some-
what vindicated, as Creon dismisses him with a threat of violence if the
perpetrators are not found (325–27). Antigone later asserts that the pub-
lic is on her side but refuses to speak out of fear: “All that are here would
surely say that’s true if fear did not lock their tongues up. A prince’s
(tyrannis) power is . . . that he can say and do whatever he likes” (504–6).
This assertion is reaffirmed by Haemon: “Your face is terrible (deinon) to
a simple citizen (andrei demotei); it frightens him from words (logois) you
dislike to hear (kluon)” (690–91).12 Again, Creon threatens Teiresias with
a “bad fall” (deinoi ptomat aiskra) for conspiring to prophesize against him
(1046). Although the Chorus expresses agreement with Creon most of
the time, this may be due to its fear of reprisal rather than any genuine
sympathy with his claims to public-spiritedness and the rule of law. In all
of these examples, Creon’s rule is revealed to be consistent with his
monological way of speaking, backed up by force and intimidation.

Creon also wields his power excessively. Even if the ban on burial
could be considered legitimate, there is reason to believe that the pun-
ishment of death is excessive relative to the traditional norms of Greek
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culture.13 By the end of the play, it is evident that Creon has committed
a radical transgression of traditional norms. As Teiresias states: “[O]ne
that belonged indeed to the underworld gods you have kept on this
earth without due share of rites of burial, of due funeral offerings, a
corpse unhallowed . . . These acts of yours are violence, on your part”
(1071–75). Although Creon does not abuse his power in terms of profit-
ing from his office and conflicts of interests, he wields power expansively.
Creon’s power is not only excessive, but also arbitrary. Though he relents
when questioned by the Chorus, Creon’s first instinct is to sentence to
death not only Antigone but also Ismene (834–38). Creon’s false accusa-
tions of Teiresias suggest that he is willing to employ the force of the state
without following the political procedures characteristic of the rule of
law. As suggested by Creon’s identification of law with the will of the
ruler in the Haemon scene, there does not appear to be any limit to his
authority. Creon’s power thus goes beyond what one would expect from
a legitimate constitutional monarch, in tension with his claims to consul-
tation with Teiresias and the Chorus.

The source of Creon’s arbitrariness is a tendency toward anger, re-
vealed repeatedly throughout the play. Creon repeatedly shows himself to
be prone to anger, unable to restrain his passions as he confronts one char-
acter after another. When the Chorus initially wonders whether the gods
have sanctioned the burial of Polyneices, Creon says, “Stop, before your
words fill even me with rage” (280). In dealing with the Sentry (294–300)
and Teiresias (1035–55), Creon suggests that there is a conspiracy against
him, reflecting a sense of underlying paranoia and irrationality. While
Antigone’s emotions derive from a perverted sense of familial love,
Creon’s emotions are hateful, angry, and vindictive. And, worse, he wields
political power at the same time. All the while, Creon ironically claims to
represent the voice of reason against the passionate Antigone.

For Hegel to be right about Creon’s pathos, we would expect at least
the outline of a theory of law—something analogous to Antigone’s
speech in defense of divine law (495–515). As he introduces his edict,
Creon identifies “skill in rule and law” with preserving the ship of state
(173–91). However, the audience already has reason to treat Creon with
an eye of suspicion, and its suspicions begin to be confirmed. Creon
never defines what he means by “law.” Nor does he give any criteria by
which his action might be recognized as lawful. Creon claims to have fol-
lowed neither any particular political procedures nor any processes of
deliberation in formulating his decree. Creon does consult the Chorus to
make his proclamation, but he does so after having already decided his
course of action, and the tone of this speech suggests more that Creon is
pandering to the people of the city than that he is attempting to follow
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any recognized procedures of deliberation. The closest Creon comes to
a definition of what he means by “law” occurs in his discussion with
Haemon, and it is noteworthy that it comes before Haemon decides to an-
tagonize him. This is not a speech made out of anger, and we have every
reason to believe that it is a reasonable statement of Creon’s theory of
law and the state. Without any provocation other than Antigone’s act it-
self, Creon explains: “The man the city sets up in authority must be
obeyed (chre kluein) in small (smikra) things and in just (dikaia) [things],
but also in their opposites” (661–67). In Hobbesian fashion, Creon ar-
gues that the will of the king is so absolute that it defines the law not only
for small and just matters, but also for their opposites: that is, it may po-
tentially result in grave injustice. Creon uses the vocabulary of speech,
kluein, but with a commanding and authoritative connotation: “chre
kluein,” literally “it is necessary to listen.” For Creon, the vocabulary of
speech is compatible with necessity, which can only be obeyed and is not
subject to deliberation. For Creon, though the ruler is given power by
the city, the law is simply identical to his arbitrary will, regardless of jus-
tice. Against the common (Hegelian) wisdom that Creon represents the
law of the state, Creon appeals to an empty theory of law that reinforces
his monological use of speech.

In Hegel’s narrative, Creon takes legitimate principles to a one-sided
extreme, acting the wrong way for the right reasons. Instead of taking po-
litical values to an extreme, however, Creon’s actions reflect radically dif-
ferent principles of power and tyrannical rule. This is not just extreme
action based on legitimate values, but rather a fundamental transgression.
The Greek audience may have initially identified with Creon rather than
Antigone because of his masculinity and his political position. Despite ini-
tial appeals to law, public-spiritedness, and obligation to the community,
however, Creon goes on to exhibit all the characteristics of tyranny com-
monly found in Greek literature and political philosophy. Through ironic
foreshadowing and early demonstrations of Creon’s motives and tenden-
cies, Sophocles makes his character suspect and unsympathetic from the
very beginning. It is true that Creon is not a figure of pure evil. Creon’s
tyrannical tendencies come from very much human qualities that should
strike a chord with the audience, qualities like passion, desire for power,
and the tendency toward anger. These “tyrannical” qualities can exist in
a democratic majority, not just an individual tyrant.14 One might expect
a character like Haemon, himself an up-and-coming politician who may
be tempted to emulate his father’s style of rule, to be vulnerable to these
same tendencies. While Creon’s “true” motives are tyrannical and unsym-
pathetic, they nevertheless have a certain less-than-fully-conscious ele-
ment. The “humanness” of these qualities makes Creon’s character
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believable and compelling without making him sympathetic on the same
level as Antigone. The fact that Creon is so compelling only makes the
project of democratic education all the more urgent.

Hegel is correct that Creon functions dramatically to introduce le-
gitimate ethical principles that Antigone should take seriously. However,
Hegel’s interpretation overlooks two additional roles that Creon plays as
a tyrannical character. First, Creon sets the stage for Antigone’s suffering
and the audience’s sympathetic reaction to injustice. Second, by identi-
fying Creon as one who is not, in fact, a hypsipolis citizen, Creon’s tyranny
forces the breakdown in civic discourse and forces a conflict over the
civic qualities that would be part of an alternative genuinely political con-
ception of citizenship. To return to the theme of speech, or phthegma,
identified with citizenship in the first Ode, as it turns out, Creon is not
excellent in speaking so much as he is in giving orders. The character of
Creon thus by negative example raises the question of what it would
mean to speak well, as a genuine citizen rather than as a tyrannical ruler.
In the next section, I argue that Antigone is uniquely sympathetic, giving
some insight into a Sophoclean model of public speech. But is she the
hypsipolis hero, the Sophoclean alternative to Creon’s tyrannical politics?

Tragic Sympathy: Antigone as Outsider

For Hegel, once Antigone’s equal culpability is acknowledged, the audi-
ence can transcend its temporary state of sympathetic emotional arousal
and attain a feeling of ethical peace and satisfaction. As Hegel puts it,
“[O]nly then can our hearts be morally at peace: shattered by the fate of
the heroes but reconciled fundamentally” (LFA, 1215). Is Hegel correct
to rule out sympathy with Antigone as a final outcome of the play? If not,
what might be the implications of the audience’s identification with this
problematic figure for constructing a viable model of civic dialogue?
Like Creon, Antigone fails to present a viable model of civic discourse. In
fact, aspects of her character, like Creon’s, are responsible for the dra-
matic and political crisis of the play. However, Antigone’s outsider status
and her sympathetic qualities have unique implications for the politics of
speaking and listening. The sympathetic identification that Sophocles es-
tablishes is complex and qualified (which makes it genuinely subject to
inquiry in the deliberations of the audience), but it parallels Haemon’s
own experience and is crucial to understanding the political implications
of Haemon’s education.

Antigone’s outsider status is dramatized throughout the play, begin-
ning with the striking image of the palace and the women outside it. The
audience should be struck by the contrasts between images of Creon’s 
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hierarchical rule, embodied in the palace, and the powerlessness of the
two women on the outside; of inclusion in the community, and the polit-
ical exile that is to come; of the order and security of the community be-
hind the gates, and the potential danger represented by the outsiders.
Antigone’s outsider status is reinforced by the simple fact of her gender
and the way she so radically challenges the established conventions of
gender roles and categories.15 Additionally, Antigone is the sister of a
traitor and the daughter of incestuous parents. What makes the play such
a dramatic accomplishment is that Sophocles manages to establish sym-
pathy for a character that would otherwise be quite unsympathetic 
according to conventional standards.

Despite these challenges, Antigone is, in fact, sympathetic in a way
that Creon is not. Antigone begins by appealing to sisterhood, an egali-
tarian form of familial love. Whereas Oedipus begins his tragedy by con-
descending to address the citizens of Thebes as “children” (OT, 1), his
daughter opens this play with, “O dear sister” (koinon autadelphon). The
language suggests sharing and equality, in contrast to Oedipus’s pater-
nalism.16 As the drama develops, Antigone appeals to a principle that
would have been readily recognizable in the terms of the audience.
Antigone hails from an aristocratic family that has been dishonored:
“[F]or those two brothers of ours, in burial, has not Creon honored (pro-
tisas) the one, dishonored (atimasas) the other?” (22). Again, in her con-
frontation with Creon: “Yet how could I win a greater share of glory than
putting my own brother in his grave?” (501–2). And when Haemon ap-
pears, Antigone appeals not to their love, but rather to his sense of
honor: “Dear Haemon, how your father dishonors you” (572). The prin-
ciple of time, or honor, resonated widely throughout Greek culture, from
the heroic narratives of epic poetry to Aristotle’s political philosophy.17

With no brothers left to defend the family honor, this role would have
naturally fallen to Antigone, and her actions are understandable in this
context. Antigone’s actions thus express familial love: “My nature is to
join in love, not hate” (525). To be sure, Antigone’s claim is complex:
she speaks of familial kinship, but displays contemptible treatment of Is-
mene; she defends a brother who is guilty of fratricide; and she betrays a
quasi-familial connection to Creon.18 But this does not undermine the
ultimate coherence of her value system. When she is sentenced, the Cho-
rus remarks that Antigone goes to her death with “distinction and praise”
(817). Like Creon, Antigone expresses a core value within the ethical sys-
tem of the classical worldview.

Unlike Creon, however, Antigone never betrays her principles.
Antigone is not hypocritical, but rather excessively headstrong in her
convictions. To this extent, Hegel’s interpretation of Antigone is correct.
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Whereas Creon acts as tyrant when claiming to speak for the public
good, Antigone’s words and deeds consistently reflect her love for
Polyneices and her sense of familial honor. Even in the problematic pas-
sage in which Antigone acknowledges that she would disobey only for
Polyneices, and not on behalf of a son or husband, she still asks, “What
law backs me when I say this? . . . That is the law under which I gave you
precedence, my dearest brother . . . What law of God have I broken?”
(907–21).19 Antigone’s refusal to share her deed with Ismene contains a
selfish element, but could also be read as an honorable and heroic sacri-
fice for the good of her family. Antigone appeals to a narrow, even per-
verse conception of love that unnaturally prioritizes her brother, but she
is consistent. Antigone’s sense of conviction explains the source of the
tragedy, but it does not fully undermine the sense that her cause is just.

At this point, one may understandably object to the apparent mod-
ernism of an interpretation of Antigone as a sympathetic heroine. Seen
in the context of Athenian religious practices, many interpreters see
Antigone as a paradigmatic figure for traditional religious piety, not rad-
ical democracy. According to this view, Antigone’s appeal to custom and
the “ancestral” makes her, rather than Creon, the “conservative” figure
of the play.20 From this perspective, Antigone’s allegiance with the dead
rather than the living could suggest a reactionary faith in custom and tra-
dition against the forces of modernism and secularism embodied in the
figure of Creon. This is, notably, Hegel’s view of Antigone. As he writes
of the unwritten laws, “They are . . . I have to think of making laws nor of
testing them . . . By acknowledging the absoluteness of this right, I am
within the ethical substance” (PhG, §437, 261). Antigone represents, for
Hegel, an ethics based on absolute obedience to the pre-political cus-
toms and institutions of the family.

I do not regard it as necessary to resolve this question. As a drama
rather than a character study, Antigone’s principles are not the full story
when it comes to the political lesson of the play as a whole. Sophoclean
tragedy is simply too ambiguous and paradoxical to be read as repre-
senting any particular ideology. At the very least, even if Sophocles in-
tends to vindicate Antigone’s basic values, his treatment of the unwritten
laws is too brief to say anything definitive about their precise content and
how that content might be known. As Patrick Dineen argues, the drama
as a whole is too complex for Antigone to simply “stand for” Sophocles’s
own political view.21 The lesson of the play is not to be found in the val-
ues of one character or another, but rather in the larger structure of the
narrative as the characters are brought into conflict. Antigone’s position
is ultimately vindicated as correct, but the character’s function is more
dramatic than moralistic. Antigone’s role is not to definitively vindicate

Listening to Haemon 29



democracy or conservatism, pious religiosity or civil disobedience, except
perhaps in the broadest non-ideological sense. Rather, as an outsider fig-
ure, Antigone challenges Creon’s tyrannical speech. She opens up holes
in Creon’s value system, arouses the emotions of the audience, and facil-
itates the expansion of its sympathetic capacities. But does Antigone pre-
sent a viable model of political speech?

As much as Sophocles intends for us to sympathize primarily with
Antigone, she is not faultless. Antigone is, after all, a human being inhab-
iting Sophocles’s tragic universe, and human flaws are what make tragic
heroes compelling and capable of cultivating sympathy. However, as
Hegel will show, Antigone is one-sided and headstrong. Perhaps more im-
portant, Antigone does not have Creon’s tendency to engage in lengthy
monologues, but she proves to be equally incapable of engaging in dia-
logue. She tends to speak in passionate outbursts rather than reasoned
deliberation. Her language results in a series of heated exchanges that are
chaotic and back-and-forth, first with Creon (505–26), and shortly there-
after with Ismene (539–70). She engages in all manner of hyperbole and
insults her interlocutors (“Now, if you think me a fool to act like this, per-
haps it is a fool (moro) that judges me so,” 469–70). In forcing the dialogue
to break down, Antigone seems to spread the chaos to the normally cau-
tious and reserved Ismene as she becomes moved to confront Creon in in-
creasingly harsh terms: “Will you kill your son’s wife to be?” (568). In all
of these instances, Antigone demonstrates that she lacks the qualities of
character that Haemon will describe as essential to political life: sensitivity
to others, openness to deliberation, and the ability to yield. Within the
structure of the play and the context of Creon’s tyranny, Antigone’s prob-
lematic qualities force a dramatic and political crisis.

Although Antigone appeals to a different kind of law than Creon’s
(one that is, in the end, proven to be superior), she, like Creon, sees
morality in a rule-like and legalistic fashion. For Antigone, moral matters
are not open to listening to and learning from others. Instead, moral con-
flicts are black and white—either they involve universal laws and are not
subject to deliberation, or they do not involve universal laws and deliber-
ation about them is unimportant.22 Antigone assumes that the principle
of familial loyalty can be applied in a simple rule-like fashion to require
the burial of Polyneices. Yet even if one takes for granted the priority of fa-
milial loyalty, Antigone’s legalistic approach fails to recognize the com-
plexity of the situation and forecloses possibilities for deliberation.
Polyneices, implicated in the death of Eteocles, was a traitor not only to
Thebes, but also to his brothers and sisters. While honoring Polyneices,
burial could be considered disrespectful toward Eteocles. Burying Poly-
neices also leads Antigone into conflict with Ismene: Antigone says that 
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Ismene will be hated (ekthion) for not supporting her (86). Antigone 
appeals to the familial principle as if it could only yield one outcome, but,
even granting Antigone’s values, the reality is more complex.

In Antigone’s near-Manichean worldview, deliberation with others is
irrelevant at best and possibly harmful. In the very first scene with Ismene
the suggestion is that Antigone’s mind is already made up; she shows a
good-faith commitment to discussing neither her interpretation of the
moral law, nor possible alternatives to outright disobedience. There is no
suggestion of coming before Creon to reconcile their differences; disobe-
dience is Antigone’s first instinct, not a last resort forced by circumstances.
Once brought before Creon, her attitude toward him is antagonistic; she
shows no sign of openness to consider his position, or any desire to engage
him as an equal. During this confrontation the Chorus remarks, “The sav-
age spirit of a savage father shows itself in this girl. She does not know how
to yield to trouble” (471–73).23 Although the Chorus expresses sympathy
with Antigone shortly before her sentence is carried out, Antigone imme-
diately gives the Chorus reason to qualify its sympathy. After the Chorus
praises Antigone, she responds by daring to compare herself to Niobe, a
goddess. When the Chorus tries to qualify the comparison, Antigone once
again becomes antagonistic, leading to the Chorus’s final assessment that
Antigone bears at least partial responsibility: “it is your own self-willed tem-
per that has destroyed you” (876–77). Ironically, when the Chorus was
speaking with Creon it hid its sympathies; when its sympathies were finally
voiced to Antigone, she antagonizes it into a change of mind. This is not to
say that the final position of the Chorus is unsympathetic, but its feelings
are conflicted and qualified. Antigone’s lack of skill and interest in listen-
ing to others takes on a degree of irony: while Sophocles has been surpris-
ingly successful at forcing his audience to expand its sympathetic capacities
for a challenging and unconventional character, Antigone has herself 
refused to undergo any such process of civic education.

The structure of the Antigone has set up a conflict not only in ethical
worldviews, but also in approaches to speaking and listening. In the con-
text of a civic event, a competitive festival that is itself judged according
to deliberative procedures, the classical audience would likely be skepti-
cal of both Creon’s tendencies toward tyrannical monologue and
Antigone’s contempt for political engagement. However, in the midst of
the breakdown of civic speaking and listening, the audience should find
Antigone’s consistent appeals to honor more sympathetic than Creon’s
tyrannical words and deeds. This undermines Hegel’s theory that tragedy
ends in a harmonious reconciliation of both sides of the conflict. Instead,
the audience is left with conflicted sympathy for a heroine who, regard-
less of her problematic qualities, has suffered injustice in the midst of a
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crisis of communication. A complete account of the larger lesson of the
play should account for both the political importance of civic speaking
and listening, and for the ultimate tragic sense of sympathy with
Antigone. To better understand the political implications of the play as a
whole, I now turn to Haemon, a character who combines sympathy for
Antigone with a concern for virtuous citizenship and the civic skills nec-
essary to support a flourishing polis.

From Son to Citizen:
Haemon and the Ideal of Active Citizenship

According to Apollodorus’s later version of the Theban history, Haemon
is killed by the Sphinx, before Oedipus solves the riddle and prior to the
events of the Sophoclean trilogy.24 Though Haemon may at first glance
seem relatively insignificant in the Sophoclean version, he is, in contrast
to alternative versions, at least present. Whereas Sophocles’s accounts of
Oedipus and Antigone simply fill in gaps that existed in previous ver-
sions, his account of Haemon’s coming of age, his relationship to
Antigone, and his break from Creon may have actually required a more
radical effort of invention. Perhaps the audience would have been aware
of the imaginative leap Sophocles was taking. This is especially strange,
because if one regards the play exclusively as a conflict between Antigone
and Creon, it would have been dramatically unnecessary to develop
Haemon. If Sophocles was taking a risk in telling Haemon’s story, to get
a complete picture of the political implications of the play as a whole in-
terpreters should consider why Sophocles might have gone through so
much trouble. My focus on Haemon may at first seem a bit unorthodox;
he speaks, by my count, only eighteen times in the play, and he has only
one extended speech. Moreover, Haemon lacks any distinctively heroic
qualities comparable to Antigone’s defiance or Creon’s apparent public-
spiritedness. Nevertheless, I hope to show that Haemon’s character, or
ethos, and his growth during the confrontation with Creon, provide criti-
cal insight into the political lessons of the play.

From the perspective of members of the audience, Haemon, of all
the characters, may be the most like them. If tragedy is a form of cultural
education, it is especially important that Haemon is most like those who
are particularly educable and in need of education: the young (male) cit-
izens. It is often said that Greek tragedy, in comparison to modern
drama, is “idealistic” in its portrayal of its characters. Haemon may in-
deed represent a democratic ideal, not in that he possesses any distinct
excellence, but rather in that he is the archetypal and quintessential
“normal guy.” In the social hierarchy of Thebes, Haemon may be an up-
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and-coming politician, but he is neither ruler nor outsider. As I will show
shortly, a critical step in Haemon’s development is to consult fellow citi-
zens as he forms his own opinions on the conflict between his father and
his fiancée. Perhaps most important, Haemon, as a typical citizen, is, like
the audience, capable of education, as he demonstrates in the con-
frontation with his father. Haemon’s is thus a “common” perspective:
both in the sense that it is ordinary, not radically different from most
others, and in the sense that it may potentially be shared with that of the
audience. The corollary to Haemon’s lack of heroic qualities is that there
is nothing in his station or personality that would separate him radically
from his audience.

Haemon’s apparent insignificance may itself suggest against over-
looking him. Sophocles, of course, is famous for his paradoxes and rever-
sals of expectations: throughout his work, we see rulers of cities who end
up as slaves to fate, men who claim to see who are in fact blind, blind men
who are in fact seers, manly women and womanly men. It is probably
going too far to suggest that beneath Haemon’s apparent normalcy lies
the most extraordinary character of the play, but initial appearances are
always deceptive in the Sophoclean worldview. One should recall that
Sophocles was noted for having introduced the third actor to Greek the-
ater. Haemon would not have been played by a third actor, but his im-
portance would fit into a Sophoclean pattern of decentering the lead
characters and encouraging the audience to listen thoroughly—including
to the marginal characters we are most tempted to overlook—to fully 
understand the lessons drama has to offer. The temptation to ignore
Haemon, then, should at least give us pause, and may perhaps be reason
to pay him all the more attention.

Creon’s nature as a tyrannical ruler reveals itself, interestingly, not in
direct confrontation with Antigone but rather with Haemon, and it is
during this same scene that Haemon progresses from dutiful son to trag-
ically engaged citizen. The confrontation scene begins with the son fully
intending to consent to his father’s decision. The Chorus introduces
Haemon with a question: “Does he come grieving for the fate of his bride
to be, in agony at being cheated of his marriage?” (628–30). Initially, at
least, Haemon displays an absolute willingness to obey his father: “Fa-
ther, I am yours (sos eimi); with your excellent judgment you lay the right
before me, and I shall follow it” (635–36). Haemon further explicitly
states that, as far as he is concerned, his father’s will trumps his personal
desire to marry Antigone: “No marriage will ever be so valued by me as to
override the goodness of your leadership” (637–38). At this point, Creon
orders Haemon to break from Antigone and support her death sen-
tence. Creon explains his command based on a traditional conception of
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patriarchal familial authority that parallels his tyrannical rule of the city.
Haemon has come to his father in a spirit of at least apparent good faith,
but Creon already starts to show his lack of flexibility and tendency to-
ward anger. Haemon’s appeal to obedience may be just a rhetorical de-
vice designed to make his argument more appealing, but it also
dramatizes a childish and incomplete conception of citizenship. Here
Haemon demonstrates the typical virtues associated with childhood in a
patriarchal family. He does not seem to be particularly concerned at this
point with serious ethical deliberation. Haemon confronts Creon neither
with his anxieties about the questions of justice that Antigone has pro-
voked, nor with the perspectives he has encountered in conversations
with other citizens. Whether or not Haemon’s appeal to obedience is sin-
cere, the audience’s first image in the confrontation is of a deficient con-
ception of citizenship as submission to Creon’s tyrannical rule.

Haemon’s central speech can in part be understood as outlining a
new conception of ethical deliberation as an alternative to Creon’s tyran-
nical politics and Antigone’s antipolitical disobedience. Haemon appeals
to the traditional virtue of prudence, with a particular focus on delibera-
tion with and yielding to others. In contrast with Creon’s image of ab-
solute authority, Haemon presents Creon with an image of political rule
that is more flexible and tolerant of other perspectives:

A man who thinks that he alone is right (monos dokei) [and not 
anyone else],25 or what he says, or what he is himself, unique, such
men, when opened up, are seen to be quite empty. For a man,
though he be wise (sophos), it is no shame to learn (manthanein)—
learn many things, and not maintain his views too rigidly. You no-
tice how by streams in the wintertime the trees that yield (hypekei)
preserve their branches safely, but those that fight the tempest
perish utterly . . .

Yield (eike) something of your anger, give way a little. If a much
younger man, like me, may have a judgment, I would say it were
far better to be one altogether wise by nature, but, as things in-
cline not to be so, then it is good (kalon) also to learn (manthanein)
from those who advise well (legonton eu). (707–23)

This moral hierarchy is an almost exact paraphrase of advice that the poet
Hesiod gives to Perses in the eighth-century B.C. poem Works and Days.26 At
issue in Haemon’s speech is what it means to learn, or manthanein. The
moral hierarchy established by Haemon in this passage provides the out-
line of a workable model of ethical deliberation and is the closest Sopho-
cles comes to an explicit statement of his political lesson. Similar to the way
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Plato distinguishes between the “best” and “second best” regimes,
Haemon’s moral epistemology centers on a distinction between absolutely
ideal knowledge and the best possible knowledge that is attainable by
human beings.27 Absolute knowledge would consist of direct access to wis-
dom by nature (the sort of wisdom attained by Plato’s philosopher-king).
This is the sort of knowledge that Antigone claims to have of the unwritten
laws. But Haemon acknowledges that it is unreasonable to expect any
human being to attain such wisdom, fallible as we are and prone to con-
fuse our particular passions and interests with universal truths. The second-
best but most practical sort of knowledge is public knowledge, knowledge
that is produced through good-faith deliberation with others. Haemon ac-
knowledges that this sort of knowledge falls short of the ideal, but for
Haemon (and later Teiresias), ethical choices have a higher chance of
being made correctly if made collectively. The least dependable kind of
knowledge, at least on complex ethical issues, would be that arrived at with-
out engagement with others—the kind of knowledge that both Creon and
Antigone, in different ways, use to guide their actions.

Instead of following his own immediate impulses toward anger and
vindictiveness, Haemon counsels Creon that practical wisdom contains
two crucial elements. First, wisdom requires yielding, eike, the willingness
to overcome one’s own inclinations (such as Creon’s tendency toward
anger). One might say that, in the broadest sense, Haemon accuses
Creon of lacking the “deliberate” aspect of practical wisdom. Creon’s fail-
ure to yield is a recurring theme throughout the Antigone, and indeed
throughout Sophoclean tragedy. Creon should have been open to
changing his mind, literally removing from his soul (metastasin thymoi) his
inclination toward anger. Unable to do so, he does not even meet the
minimal baseline intellectual skills to begin to learn and act in a way that
is deliberate, even in the broadest possible sense. Second, thorough de-
liberation, for Haemon, requires an other-regarding element, in which
ethical deliberation produces wisdom in a collective and collaborative
process. Creon must not only be deliberate, he must be so in a certain
way, such that he is able to learn (manthanein) from others. Though he is
king, Creon should not suppose that he alone is right (monos dokei) and
no one else. Here Haemon suggests that he may be himself wiser than his
father, but he also highlights Creon’s failure to engage others through-
out the play. Creon has ignored Antigone and the people of Thebes, and
he will go on to ignore the advice of Teiresias, the wise prophet whose
counsel Creon ultimately refuses. Only by engaging others in ethical 
deliberation can one become kalon, good, noble, or beautiful.

At this point, the Chorus commends Haemon for speaking equally as
well as Creon: “My Lord, if he says anything to the point (kairion legei),
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you should learn (mathein) from him, and you, too, Haemon, learn from
your father. Both of you have spoken well (eu gar eiretai diple)” (724–27).
Creon, however, does not take well to Haemon’s conception of practical
wisdom. If Creon has any conception of practical wisdom at all, it at least
excludes deliberation with others who have some kind of conventional
inferiority. Not only does he refuse to yield to Antigone as a woman,
Creon also absolutely rejects any possibility that as an elder he might still
be able to learn from the youthful Haemon. As the conversation degen-
erates, Haemon thus completes his transitions to adulthood and respon-
sible citizenship. Haemon again repeats his finding that the people of
Thebes support Antigone. When Creon refuses to yield, Haemon (in lan-
guage strikingly similar to Aristotle’s distinction between political and
household rule) invokes the concept of the polis: “There is no city pos-
sessed by one man only” (737).28 Creon’s inability to listen to others,
Haemon continues, could only be suited to tyrannical rule (archois
monos) over a desert island (739)—not participation in the life of a city,
which is pluralistic by nature. Creon’s rigidity and lack of sensitivity to
others is displayed shortly thereafter. Haemon attempts to warn Creon
that he will commit suicide: “Then she must die—and dying destroy an-
other” (751). Instead of sympathy for his son, Creon’s reaction is to per-
ceive Haemon’s threat as undermining his authority. Finally, Haemon
makes one last appeal to listening as the central skill of ethical delibera-
tion and political membership: “You want to talk (legein) but never to lis-
ten (kluein)” (821). Creon had earlier used the same word in a way that
attempted to command obedience; Haemon suggests another kind of lis-
tening more appropriate to genuinely political rule. To return to the
themes of the first Choral Ode, the man who was expected to be hypsipo-
lis, the most suited for political life, is now revealed to be the one who is
the most apolis, the most incompatible with polis and its civic norms. As
the scene concludes, Creon’s ethical inferiority is fully exposed, and
Haemon’s coming of age is completed. Haemon, more than any of the
other characters, has learned the distinctions between passive yielding,
tyrannical rule, and active citizenship. Above all, Haemon has learned
what it means to be a member of a genuine polis.

Teiresias, foreshadowed in Haemon’s counsel to listen to those who
advise well, further reinforces Haemon’s appeal to a moral epistemology
that is built on listening to others. Teiresias repeats Haemon’s advice, im-
ploring Creon to listen to others, learn, and yield. Finally, Teiresias con-
cludes his speech by repeating Haemon’s conception of practical wisdom
almost word for word: “I mean you well. I speak well (eu lego). But to learn
(manthanein) from one who speaks well (eu legontos) is sweet, when he
speaks to your benefit” (1032–33). As it turns out, Teiresias is the hyp-
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sipolis citizen foreshadowed by the first Choral Ode and the good speaker
suggested in Haemon’s speech. But only after Teiresias departs does
Creon, convinced by the Chorus, finally have second thoughts, but then
it is, of course, too late.

Haemon’s story adds to the Athenian culture of speech an emphasis
not only on speaking but also on the corresponding value of listening. In
breaking from and speaking out against his father, Haemon has learned
about the assertive side of citizenship. But, for Haemon, practical wisdom
is also critically dependent on the presence of others. We cannot achieve
practical wisdom as individuals; we can do so only as participants in a
common process of ethical deliberation. As a result, this conception of
practical wisdom is less an art of speaking oneself than one of recogniz-
ing the good speaker. At times, this requires a passive approach to citi-
zenship, yielding (eike) to others. While Creon is a good speaker, he is
radically deficient in these skills. Creon’s inability to listen is at the heart
of Haemon’s eventual ethical superiority following their confrontation.
Haemon’s youth prevents Creon from recognizing a potential source of
wisdom. Creon in his anger and fear of conspiracy is also prevented from
seeing that Teiresias may be the good speaker. While Creon is unable to
listen, Haemon’s claim that the city is on Antigone’s side hinges critically
on his superiority in listening: “But what I can hear” (emoi d’akouein, 692).
Haemon engages the opinion of the demos, and even after having done
so, he remains open to further listening by asking to hear Creon’s side
and addressing him with the respect due a father and a king. It turns out
that the good speaker must also be a good listener; in order to have spo-
ken well, Creon would have had to listen to others. The potential of
speech to provide public goods can be realized only if citizens have cor-
responding abilities of listening to and understanding others. This is
what separates practical judgment that is “deliberate” in the broad sense
from thorough ethical deliberation in the more robust public sense, a
theme to which I will return in chapter 2. Although Haemon does not
provide a completely worked-out political philosophy, his attention to
the political value of and the ethical skills required for thorough listen-
ing to others offers at least the intimations of an ideal of citizenship.

To return to the Hegelian interpretation, by making Antigone not
only an equal protagonist but also an equal villain, one result of the
Hegelian reading is a purgation of sympathetic emotions. By contrast, my
view retains an enduring role for the tragic emotions, and for a contin-
ued experience of sympathy for Antigone. Haemon’s emphasis on the
political value of listening is paralleled by sympathetic experiences of
both the audience witnessing the drama and Haemon within it. For a
moral epistemology based in listening to work, especially important will
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be the ability to see from alternative perspectives. And for such a moral
epistemology to be as thorough as possible, it would have to include the
perspectives of outsiders. These, too, are civic skills in which Creon is rad-
ically deficient. Creon fails to identify with the perspectives of others in
large part because he follows the prejudices of his day, excluding
Haemon because of his youth and Antigone at least in part because of
her gender, reifying both of their statuses as outsiders. Creon fails to sym-
pathize not only with Antigone, but also with Haemon; he fails to take se-
riously Haemon’s suicide threat because he sees it from a purely personal
perspective as undermining his sovereignty. Haemon, by contrast, has
come to sympathize with Antigone. Moreover, he has done so despite her
outsider status, his kinship bond to Creon, and his own inclinations to-
ward dutiful obedience to the state. By dramatizing Haemon’s moral and
intellectual development along with the sympathetic portrayal of out-
sider characters, Sophocles suggests that part of becoming a good
speaker is not just listening generally but also listening in particular to
outsiders like Antigone, people who provoke moral crises in seemingly
coherent worldviews. This, in turn, can be supplemented by the expan-
sion of citizens’ sympathetic boundaries.

That Creon’s failure was due to his lack of the “passive” virtues, 
however, does not mean that yielding is always the correct outcome 
of thorough deliberation. This is critical in differentiating Haemon’s
conception of citizenship from Hegel’s institutional politics. Haemon’s 
maturity is marked not only by his ability to yield to the better speaker,
but also by his ability to speak out himself. His speech on the virtues 
of learning from and yielding to others is, ironically, a bold act of self-
assertion against the patriarchal and tyrannical rule of Creon. By speak-
ing out, Haemon, moreover, completes a reversal of his fundamental 
values. He rejects his earlier conceptions of familial and political mem-
bership as obedience to authority, and reverses his position on the justice
of Antigone’s cause. The assertive side of Haemon’s model of citizenship
is reinforced by the fact that, though her methods remain problematic,
Antigone’s interpretation of the moral law is ultimately vindicated. The
“correct” resolution to the conflict would not have required yielding to
or even compromising with Creon, but rather a mutual consensus
around the justice of Antigone’s cause. Considering Haemon’s “active”
virtues and Antigone’s vindication, rather than a good in itself, it is more
correct to say that yielding is a means to better speech and action. That
is, yielding aims at speech that has benefited from the collective wisdom
produced in conversation with others and that is reinforced by sympa-
thetic identification with those who have been previously excluded out-
siders on the margins of the polis. Such speech could support engaged
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citizenship, which might incorporate assertion and yielding, depending
on the situation.

Perhaps the most difficult problems for a Haemon-centered inter-
pretation of the Antigone are presented by his suicide. First, how can
Haemon be the political (if not dramatic) hero of the play if he kills him-
self? Obviously, Haemon should not be emulated in this respect. Perhaps
Sophocles intends us to see Haemon, too, as imperfect. In any case, my
view is that the dramatic function of the suicide relates more to Creon’s
character than to Haemon’s. That is, Haemon’s suicide adds dramatic
power to the mistaken and tyrannical nature of Creon’s of speech.
Haemon’s suicide is dramatically fitting: the one character to genuinely
see the political value of listening in the practice of citizenship is himself
a victim of a breakdown in communication and the failure to listen.

Second, Haemon has not received much attention in the history of
Antigone scholarship at least in part because of the temptation to dismiss
his suicide as the act of a jilted lover. I cannot completely dismiss this read-
ing of Haemon’s death. Still, that Haemon may have been overcome by the
romantic impulse in his final moments does not necessarily mean that one
should doubt the sincerity or seriousness of the values he espoused during
his life. The fact that Haemon’s concerns both anticipate and are repeated
in the appearance of Teiresias gives further reason to take seriously the im-
plications of his political morality. Even if the “romantic” explanation of his
suicide is correct, Haemon’s death should neither obscure the genuinely
moral character of his debate with Creon, nor cause one to see his sympa-
thy for Antigone exclusively in terms of romantic love. Furthermore, al-
though the conventional explanation is plausible, Haemon’s suicide is at
least open to interpretation. Sophocles has the event occur off-stage, and
the Messenger’s speech is highly ambiguous, so it is impossible to rule out
this conventional interpretation definitively. All we know from the Messen-
ger’s speech, however, is that the immediate source of the suicide is
Haemon’s anger at himself for failing to kill Creon (1310–12). The audi-
ence is not given any definitive indication of the deeper source of his anger.
His motive could have been a romantic love for Antigone, but other expla-
nations are possible. Sophocles could be trying to say something about
Haemon’s character and particularly his approach to familial (as well as ro-
mantic) love. While Antigone prioritizes only the love for her brother,
Haemon—again, the “warm-blooded”—has demonstrated a more com-
plete conception of love and the obligations it generates. Through the
course of the play, Haemon has at least tried to satisfy multiple and complex
passions for his lover, his father, and the city. Creon has created a situation
in which it is not possible for Haemon to maintain his relationships with
everyone. Haemon’s dilemma is as irreconcilable as Antigone’s, and suicide
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may be the only honorable choice. To be sure, Haemon’s romantic love for
Antigone, much like Antigone’s love for Polyneices, adds a level of com-
plexity to his motivations, and this complexity presents a genuine problem
about which the audience might itself deliberate upon further reflection.

Haemon’s death thus further complicates the Hegelian narrative of
reconciliation. Combined with the injustice of Antigone’s death, the au-
dience is not left with a sense of restored order or cosmic balance, but
rather with a sense of loss. The alternative to the tragedy is not a victori-
ous state with institutions that resolve all ethical conflicts, but rather a
sense of ongoing sympathy and identification with suffering outsiders.
Seen in the context of the structure of the play and the civic values of the
audience, Haemon’s character gives important clues to the overall poli-
tics of the play. Haemon’s suicide gives the “warm-blooded” connotation
of his name an additional tragic significance. The spilling of Haemon’s
blood, just as he has learned to listen and dared to speak, is an important
part of the tragedy that has been overlooked in most of the scholarship
on the Antigone. The one character to listen to others, and to speak about
listening, dies in the midst of a conflict set in motion due to defective
models of political speaking and listening. The Antigone is a drama, not
a character study of Haemon (any more than of its more famous leading
characters), so there is no indication in the play that had Antigone or
Creon acted like Haemon the conflict would have been avoided. Yet in
responding to and learning from the drama, the audience may become
better able to listen to others than were the characters of the tragedy.
Haemon’s approach to political conflict does not aim to achieve final
reconciliation, but rather full sympathy with alternative viewpoints in the
midst of ongoing conflict. In learning to listen to Haemon’s story lost
within the drama of Antigone and Creon, the audience may undergo its
own paideia and attain Haemon’s excellence in active citizenship.

Although the Antigone provides these intimations of an ideal of ac-
tive citizenship, from a political theory perspective, critical open ques-
tions remain. As a dramatic work, the play does not attempt to show how
practices of citizenship based in a moral epistemology of sympathetic
identification, listening, and speaking, might work alongside political in-
stitutions to strengthen a democratic polity. In the next chapter, I will try
to show that Aristotle’s political philosophy, together with his interpreta-
tion of Greek tragedy, clarifies and makes explicit what is unstated and
subject to dramatic ambiguity in the politics of the Antigone.
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Chapter 2

Pity, Fear, and Citizenship
The Politics of Aristotle’s Poetics

THE PREVIOUS CHAPTER argued for an approach to democratic citizenship
based on Haemon’s development in the Antigone. Haemon invokes an ac-
tive approach to citizenship that deepens democracy by incorporating
practices of public speaking and sympathetic listening. This approach
would have been further reinforced by the audience’s parallel reaction to
the events on stage. Aristotle’s philosophy provides the framework for a
similar approach to citizenship rooted in two senses of deliberation: first,
deliberation in the broadest sense of deliberate forethought about the
moral character and consequences of action; and second, deliberation in
the public sense of engagement in conversation with other citizens. This
kind of deliberation is sensitive to tragedy, tolerant of conflict, and appro-
priate to active citizenship. Although Aristotle never explicitly discusses the
tragic emotions in political terms, they are implicitly important compo-
nents of thorough Aristotelian deliberation and active citizenship. Aristo-
tle’s account of deliberation, supplemented by his accounts of tragedy and
the tragic emotions, provides a moral epistemology for Haemon’s politics
of public speaking and sympathetic listening.

This chapter will draw a series of connections between at least four of
Aristotle’s texts. To identify the role of deliberation in Aristotle’s de-
mocracy, I begin with the Politics and the Nichomachean Ethics. I then turn
to Aristotle’s account of the tragic emotions in the Rhetoric to identify the
moral qualities necessary for thorough deliberation, and to the Poetics to
see how those qualities can be elicited in the experience of tragedy.1 Fi-
nally, I return to the Politics to demonstrate the political necessity of pub-
lic deliberation informed by something like Aristotle’s tragic emotions.

Fortunately, the texts provide grounds for making these links. 
Aristotle describes the Ethics as an “inquiry concerned with politics” 
(NE, 1094b6–7). So, too, does Aristotle seem to have politics in mind in
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his description of deliberation in the Rhetoric, which he also indicates will
receive “fuller treatment falling to political science” (Rhet., 1358b5–12;
1359b16–21). And Aristotle’s account of the virtues of democratic
regimes in the Politics likens political judgment to poetic judgment:
“Hence the many are better judges than a single man of music and po-
etry, for some understand one part, some another, and among them they
understand the whole” (Pol., 1281b7–10).2 By using similar terminology
and categories throughout his work, Aristotle invites inquiry into conti-
nuities among these texts. This chapter takes seriously Aristotle’s analogy
between collective poetic and political judgment. Drawing on Aristotle’s
account of the experience of tragedy, I argue for an approach to citizen-
ship that is grounded in a coherent moral epistemology, and practically
necessary for healthy democratic politics.

Several lines of scholarship are recognizing the potential applications
of Aristotle’s political thought to modern democratic politics.3 By identi-
fying and better understanding the politics of the tragic emotions, this
chapter contributes to this work. First, this chapter responds to theories
that are limited to the internal aspects of deliberation. I have in mind
Martha Nussbaum and Steven Salkever, both of whom use Aristotle’s ac-
count of the tragic emotions to outline theories of ethical deliberation.4

Both Salkever and Nussbaum have used Aristotle’s thoughts on the tragic
experience to capture the ethical richness of his thought. Nussbaum ar-
gues for deliberation that is supplemented by sensitivity to the neediness
of others, while Salkever makes the case for deliberation that incorporates
serious inquiry into moral questions. The characteristics they describe are
important components of thorough deliberation. However, the problem
is that they are entirely internal and “subjective”; they describe qualities
that make people more virtuous as individuals. What falls out of these ac-
counts is the ethical value Aristotle places on taking part in public and “in-
tersubjective” conversations with others. Although this work has done well
to incorporate Aristotle’s account of the tragic emotions into contempo-
rary scholarship on ethical deliberation, this chapter expands on this
work by making the case that thorough deliberation must be public.

Second, this chapter attempts to contribute to the growing literature
on genuinely public approaches to Aristotelian deliberation. Unlike the
proponents of internal deliberation, these interpreters have seen in Aris-
totle’s philosophy an account of practical wisdom informed by genuinely
public and intersubjective deliberation. Within this line of research, the
dominant tendency is, however, to view public deliberation as relatively
unconstrained. Bernard Yack, for example, describes Aristotle as a “real-
ist”: “someone for whom political morality is grounded in the basic social
relationships and expectations that structure political life.”5 Similarly,
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Arash Abizadeh is critical of internal approaches to deliberation as too
demanding of individual virtue; instead, like Yack, he argues for public
deliberation that relies only on constraints already embedded in actual
speech situations.6 These thinkers address the public aspect of Aris-
totelian deliberation but do not capture its ethical richness. This chapter
attempts to show that at least one reason for the ethical “thinness” of
these approaches to deliberation is that they fail to draw on Aristotle’s ac-
count of the tragic emotions. By bringing together the public aspects of
Aristotelian deliberation with the moral qualities of the tragic emotions,
I hope to provide an account of deliberation that is publicly engaged and
ethically rich at the same time.7

Aristotle’s Apologia for Democracy
and the Role of Citizenship

At first glance, Aristotle might seem to be an unlikely resource for con-
temporary democratic theory. When Aristotle’s political thought is ap-
proached from a modern perspective, it is often understood to reflect a
deeply hierarchical society, resulting in a defense of outdated aristocratic
values.8 Aristotle was a student of Plato, and Plato, at least as he is con-
ventionally understood, linked a political ideal of philosophical kingship
to a critical view of Greek tragedy, the democratic form of art that was ar-
guably responsible for the death of Socrates.9 However, Aristotle’s Politics
is not wholly critical with regard to democracy, nor is it uncritical of Plato
(Pol., 1261a10–1266a30). At the same time, Aristotle’s Poetics suggests an
appreciative view of Greek tragedy, and potentially of democracy. Al-
though he never directly challenges Plato’s view, the very project of con-
structing a theory of good tragedy suggests a point of departure toward
an apologia for democracy. In order to understand how Aristotle’s theory
of tragedy might benefit contemporary theories of active citizenship, I
turn first to Aristotle’s account of democracy and the role of citizenship
in addressing its potential flaws.

In Book III of the Politics, Aristotle develops six possible types of
regimes. They are divided initially according to whether the regime is
ruled by the one, the few, or the many, and then again according to
whether the regime is “correct” or a “deviation” (1279a22–1279b10).
The first distinction is a formal one, depending on who has authority
over the political institutions of the regime; the second, however, is a sub-
stantive distinction, based on what might be called the ruling principle of
the community: “[W]hen the one or the few or the many rule with a view
to the common advantage, these regimes are necessarily correct, while
those with a view to the private advantage of the one or the few or the
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multitude are deviations” (1279a27–30). According to this distinction,
Aristotle describes two potential types of democratic regimes, identical in
form but radically different in content. In a correct democracy, the many
rule with a view to the common interest, while in corrupt democracies
the many rule according to their own private interest, resulting merely in
the dominance of the largest group. In a corrupt democracy, the many
rule not as a genuine public, but as an aggregate of individuals that hap-
pens to have the same private interest and the power of number to en-
force its will. According to Aristotle’s categories, the tyrannical majority
that Plato feared as responsible for the death of Socrates is in fact one
possible outcome of democracy.

However, against Plato, Aristotle’s typology is not wholly negative to-
ward democracy. Rather, Aristotle is able to envision an alternative pos-
sibility in which formally democratic institutions are combined with a
substantive ethos of civic virtue. This is the regime Aristotle refers to as
“polity,” or politeia (the same word translated as Plato’s “republic”). Fol-
lowing Plato’s Statesman, Aristotle’s assessment of democracy is, as one
might expect, an intermediate one: democracy has the least potential for
excellence, but also the least potential for radical harm (1289a38–b4).10

Still, Aristotle classifies the polity among the genuine regimes. Polity may
not be Aristotle’s ideal regime, but the rule of the many at least has the
potential to become a genuine regime.

In Aristotle’s classification, “democracy” is a deviant form of the rule
of the many because it is based on mastery rather than political rule. De-
mocracy in this sense is merely mastery based on number without any ad-
ditional processes of political deliberation. According to this definition,
democracy is a collective mastery of the many, but it is mastery nonethe-
less. Defined strictly and simply as the rule of the majority, the demos has
neither the need nor the ability to mediate its opinions and impulses
with deliberate thought with a view to the common good. Without polit-
ical rule, that is, speech concerning the common good, democracy is like
a large household, with many heads instead of one but otherwise quali-
tatively indistinct. Polity, on the other hand, is a regime that combines
formal institutions of popular participation with genuinely political rule.
Crucial to the correct regimes, polity included, is a conception of citi-
zenship based not on mastery but rather on excellence in what Aristotle
calls “ruling and being ruled”:

But there is also a sort of rule [other than mastery] with which one
rules those who are similar in stock and free. For this is what we
speak of as political rule, and the ruler learns it by being ruled—
just as the cavalry commander learns by being commanded . . . 
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the good citizen should know and have the capacity both to be
ruled and to rule, and this very thing is the virtue of a citizen—
knowledge of rule over free persons from both [points of view].
(1277b7–15)

Polity, then, is qualitatively different from the collective mastery of the
majority. It is a rule of the many combined with citizenship. Political cit-
izenship is defined as a sort of mean between mastery and slavery, yet one
that is qualitatively different from both extremes. As I argued in the pre-
vious chapter, Haemon’s emphasis on listening to others required an
ability to yield, but it also required an active ability to speak out, as
Haemon eventually does to Creon. Political citizenship as ruling and
being ruled corresponds nicely to Haemon’s politics of public speaking
and sympathetic listening. How might political citizenship in this way
ameliorate the problems of democracy?

The distinction between pure and corrupt regimes of Book III that
Aristotle uses to suggest the possibility of a virtuous democracy is itself an
application of an earlier distinction that is perhaps the most fundamen-
tal in Aristotle’s political thought. The central distinction that recurs
throughout the Politics is between political forms of rule and other kinds
of rule that, according to Aristotle, are different varieties of mastery. Aris-
totle says that those who distinguish political communities from large
households merely by their larger size are mistaken; rather, political
communities require a qualitatively different sort of rule, the rule ap-
propriate to free persons rather than masters and slaves (1252a9–11).
Drawing on his conceptions of nature as form and end, Aristotle goes on
to argue that political rule is distinguished above all by its end: “if all
communities aim at some good, the political community, which is the
highest of all, and which embraces all the rest, aims at good in a greater
degree than any other, and at the highest good” (1252a4–7). Political
communities are dedicated to a specific conception of the common
good that Aristotle describes as “living well” (eu zen), as opposed to
households that only aim at mere “living” (zen). What exactly Aristotle
means by the good life is unclear until seen in context of the claim that
immediately follows: “it is evident that the city belongs among the things
that exist by nature and that man is by nature a political animal”
(1253a2–3). Man is a political animal, or zoon politikon, because of his
unique capacity for speech, or logos, and, in particular, for speech con-
cerning justice (1253a8–18).11 Households have certain requirements of
justice. For example, the rule of the master is supposed to be beneficial
to the slave (1255b12–15). However, households and tribes, bonded as
they are by strong feelings of kinship, have no need for political speech.
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The common good of the household is common only in the thin sense of
an aggregation of the needs of individual members. Such an aggregation
could be achieved without genuinely political speech, for example,
through a vote. By contrast, the common good of a political community,
in Aristotle’s strong sense, is produced specifically through partnership
in speech. This strong conception of the public good is a unique kind of
aggregate with the feature of having been transformed through political
speech with a view to an underlying conception of justice.

Such a regime requires a certain ethos: a set of cognitive abilities,
emotional dispositions, and an appropriate moral epistemology. In form,
polity and democracy are identical: both are premised on the rule of the
many. In substance, however, they are premised on different ruling prin-
ciples. To become a polity, democracy must find a substantive way to me-
diate the power of the majority. Although formal laws and institutions
are important to Aristotle, they are not sufficient. This is why Aristotle is
so concerned with the concept of virtue in both his Politics and Ethics. As
suggested by Jill Frank’s idea of an Aristotelian “democracy of distinc-
tion,” virtue is especially important in democratic regimes.12 Aristotle
makes this clear in his discussion of revolutions. The solution to the
problem of tyrannical majoritarianism is substantive rather than formal,
educative rather than institutional: “The best laws, though sanctioned by
every citizen of the state, will be of no avail unless the young are trained
by habit and education in the spirit of the constitution, if the laws are
democratic, democratically” (1310a13–18). In this context, it makes
sense that education, or paideia, takes on a paramount importance in
Books 7 and 8 of the Politics, and that Aristotle devotes so much of the
rest of his philosophy to questions of ethics.

Some have taken Aristotle’s mixed regime to anticipate a case for the
division of power as an alternative to civic virtue, as in the tradition of
Madisonian liberalism.13 This would suggest a pessimistic view of citizen-
ship, something like Yack’s “realism.”14 But is this reading of the “mixed”
aspect of polity accurate? Obviously, institutions are an important part of
Aristotelian regimes. However, he describes the mixed regime not as a
way of dividing power, but rather as a way of mixing ruling principles.
Polities combine the ruling principles of oligarchy and democracy, the
rule of the few and the rule of the many, into a single principle of self-
rule. Oligarchies, Aristotle argues, are based on the rule of the few, and
fine the wealthy in order to encourage them to participate in politics.
Democracies are based on the rule of the many, so they subsidize the par-
ticipation of the poor. Polities do both: “What is common to and a mean
between these two is to have both [arrangements], and hence this 
is characteristic of polity, which is a mixture formed from both”
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(1294a36–42). This is compatible with a ruling principle of maximum
participation and inclusive collective rule. Again, oligarchies have high
assessments to qualify for office, while democracies have low ones. The
mean is to have a moderate assessment that favors the middle class
(1294b1–5). This design is compatible with a principle of empowering
the most virtuous class. Aristotle later suggests something resembling a
Madisonian institutional response to conflict in his argument for arrang-
ing offices so that it is impossible to profit from them (1309a32–35).
However, he notably frames this advice especially toward oligarchies
rather than to polities. This makes sense because oligarchies are, by def-
inition, substantively corrupt. For polities, Aristotle’s solution has impor-
tant institutional elements. It requires institutions that have a certain
character reflective of the regime as a whole. However, this does not
mean that citizenship and its virtues are irrelevant. At no point in his dis-
cussion of polity does Aristotle endorse Madisonian institutional checks
and balances as a way to accommodate factious and self-interested 
aspects of human nature.

Instead of institutions, practical wisdom, or phronesis, provides the so-
lution to the problem of sustaining democracy. Aristotle’s citizens require
some ability or moral excellence that is not unique to philosopher-kings
but rather is available to all. Aristotle remarks that phronesis is the excel-
lence that is peculiar to rulers (Pol., 1277b26–30). Since the polity re-
quires that citizens rule themselves, it must require that its citizens be
capable of phronesis. How might citizens cultivate the practical wisdom
that would be required to sustain a democratic regime? The first step is
deliberation in the broadest sense.

Deliberate Practical Wisdom
and the Tragic Emotions

At first glance, Aristotle’s book on poetry would seem a strange place to
turn as a resource for thinking about such things as citizenship, ethics,
and epistemology. While this work focuses on the tragic emotions, con-
temporary scholars, drawing on thinkers such as Rawls and Habermas,
have identified deliberation with a process of “public reason.”15 Reason
is typically defined against passion, which is seen as reflexive, impulsive,
and incompatible with reason. Yet this is less surprising if one recalls that
in the classical culture, tragedy, education, and civic education were in-
tertwined. Reflecting these connections, one of Aristotle’s first observa-
tions in the Poetics concerns the origins of poetic imitation in the innate
human desire to learn: “Imitation is natural to man from childhood, one
of his advantages over the lower animals being this, that he is the most
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imitative creature in the world, and learns first by imitation . . . to be
learning (manthanein) something is the greatest of pleasures (hediston),
not only to the philosopher but also the rest of mankind, no matter how
small their capacity for it” (Poet., 1448b5–15). As a form of speech, poetry
is both produced by and helps facilitate the development of human ca-
pacities for understanding. By linking poetry to learning, Aristotle gives
a strong suggestion that poetry helps produce some kind of knowledge
that is distinct from but, importantly, continuous with practical wisdom,
a form of knowledge that is available to citizens, not just philosophers.16

Aristotle’s word for learning, manthanein, is, incidentally, the same word
that Haemon used to describe to Creon the benefits of listening to others
in ethical deliberation.17

If poetry is valuable insofar as it produces knowledge, and it does so
in a way that is continuous with (though not identical) to philosophy, the
kind of knowledge that Aristotle has in mind must be phronesis, or practi-
cal wisdom. What is practical wisdom, and what is the role of deliberation
in it? For Aristotle, practical wisdom is distinct from scientific knowledge,
or episteme. Episteme is knowledge of things that can be proven with ab-
solute certainty. Episteme has to do with things of “necessity” as opposed
to “probability”: there is no way that the things of episteme are “capable
of being otherwise” (NE, 1139b19–25). Phronesis, as distinct from episteme,
requires more than just proof of what is already true in some absolute
sense (1140a34–b4). In his introduction to the Ethics, Aristotle suggests
that the vast majority of political and ethical inquiry concerns matters of
this sort: “Our discussion will be adequate if it has as much clearness as
the subject matter admits of . . . [I]t is evidently equally foolish to accept
probable reasoning from a mathematician and to demand from a
rhetorician demonstrative proofs” (1094b13–27). While practical wisdom
is fundamentally distinct from episteme, it is also distinct from mere opin-
ion, or doxa (1139b14–18). Although practical wisdom is inherently un-
certain and involves a certain amount of choice, it is not a matter of pure
subjectivity or relativism.

What distinguishes practical wisdom from mere opinion, according to
Aristotle, is above all skill and thoroughness in bouleusis, or deliberation:
“Thus in general the man who is capable of deliberating has practical wis-
dom.”18 The first step toward practical wisdom is deliberation in the broad-
est sense. In the Ethics, Aristotle tends to speak of deliberation in this sense
as “deliberate.” Rather, deliberate forethought (broadly conceived) will
simply require thorough moral and instrumental consideration in some
way that is distinct from acting straight out of impulse or opinion. For mat-
ters in which certainty is inherently unattainable, but where it is still possi-
ble for reason to guide our choices, phronesis informed by deliberation

48 Tragedy and Citizenship



allows us to make choices that are as informed as possible given the 
circumstances. Even the most thorough deliberation will not resolve tough
ethical and political questions with complete certainty, but Aristotle main-
tains that there is a qualitative difference between action accompanied by
deliberation and action that is undertaken without forethought. At the
point that Aristotle leaves off the idea of deliberation in the Ethics, however,
Aristotle does not mean deliberation in the specific sense of contemporary
democratic theory, but rather in the broad sense of bringing human abili-
ties to bear on complex problems in some “deliberate” way. How might the
experience of tragedy help cultivate deliberation in this sense?

Aristotle describes the tragic emotions as “deliberate” in exactly this
sense, and his account of the tragic emotions can therefore help identify
the specific qualities that incline toward deliberateness, and the ethical
value of these qualities.19 The emotional response is central to Aristotle’s
definition of tragedy. According to Aristotle: “A tragedy, then, is the imi-
tation of an action that is serious and also as having magnitude complete
in itself . . . with incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accom-
plish its catharsis of such emotions” (Poet., 1449b24–28). Aristotle defines
fear as, “a pain or disturbance due to imagining some destructive or
painful evil in the future” (Rhet., 1382a22–23). Fear, in addition to con-
sisting of emotion, also rests on a kind of imaginative ability to consider
the possible consequences of future action. Like fear, pity is a painful or
disturbing emotion involving the imagination of future harms. The dif-
ference is that pity is directed toward and concerned with others: “Pity
may be defined as a feeling of pain at an apparent evil, destructive or
painful, which befalls one who does not deserve it, and which we might
expect to befall ourselves or some friend of ours” (Rhet., 1385b11–15).
Through the dramatic reversals of status (peripeteia) and surprising recog-
nition scene (anagnorisis), Aristotle argues that the effect of good tragedy
is to elicit pity and fear (1452a30–b2). What is the role of these emotions
in cultivating thorough and correct deliberation? To explore the 
dynamics of pity and fear, one must turn to Aristotle’s Rhetoric.

To understand the connection between the intermediate forms of pity
and fear and deliberation, it is first crucial to understand the vice of tharsos,
or overconfidence, boldness, or audaciousness. Overconfidence is an excess
of fearlessness and a deficiency of fear, similar in meaning to the modern
use of the term “hubris.” According to Aristotle, “[Confidence] is the op-
posite of fear . . . [I]t is, therefore, the imaginative expectation of the near-
ness of what keeps us safe and the absence or remoteness of what is terrible”
(Rhet., 1383a14–17). While Aristotle is certainly concerned with cowardice,
in which the excess of fear unnecessarily hinders action, Aristotle is equally
concerned with fearless overconfidence, manifested in rashness. Aristotle
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describes the excessively fearless as those who are, “in the midst of great
prosperity, and are in consequence insolent, contemptuous, and reckless—
the kind of character produced by wealth, physical strength, abundance of
friends, [or] power” (1383a1–4). In particular, Aristotle maintains that over-
confidence is likely to be felt by persons who have not suffered peripeteia, or
reversal—the same kind of reversals from good fortune to bad that Aris-
totle describes as characteristic of tragic plots (1383a25–26). Lacking the
ability to imagine negative consequences for themselves, overconfident
people are not likely to link action to serious, careful, and considered de-
liberation. Aristotle claims that deliberation concerns things of choice, not
of necessity: “for no one deliberates about things that cannot be otherwise” 
(NE, 1141b10–11). The confident personality, however, will not deliberate,
since it sees itself as invulnerable to suffering. Fearlessly overconfident citi-
zens will not see the need for any kind of practical wisdom beyond their own
opinions and intuitions. In the terms of the Politics, such persons may be ac-
customed to ruling, but not to being ruled. Examples of overconfidence in-
clude Creon and Antigone. Each in their own way was a victim of their own
overconfidence. Creon failed to go through a complex process of ethical de-
liberation that requires, at times, yielding to others, while Antigone dis-
played excessive confidence in her interpretation of the divine law. Neither
one saw the situation as complex and in need of deliberation. If excess fear
inhibits action, a deficiency of fear might be said to inhibit deliberation.

The vices of the overconfident personality are similar to the proper-
ties of corrupt democratic regimes that Plato described and Aristotle ac-
knowledged as problematic. Plato’s Apology is a vivid depiction of a public
that is foolhardy and incapable of other-regarding sympathetic judg-
ment.20 This results in a process without genuine deliberation, a rush to
judgment, and the death of Socrates. For Plato and Aristotle, the prob-
lem of tyrannical majoritarianism is due in part to a mistaken individual-
istic view of freedom as the ability to do what one wants. This view of
freedom leads to confusion between freedom and mastery, an inability to
reach genuinely public judgments, and, when aggregated, the collective
mastery of the group with the greatest number.21 The ignorance of the
cave-dwelling demos of the Republic can at least in part be attributed to its
tendency toward overconfidence, and Aristotle’s account of the tragic
emotions as checks on the overconfident personality should be under-
stood in this context.

Aristotle describes the tragic emotions largely in a passive way, as
checks on overconfident action, but he is also careful to define pity and
fear as intermediate emotions, distinct from extremes of paralysis or
hopelessness. As Aristotle goes on to argue in the Ethics, deliberation con-
cerns matters of choice and action (NE, 1112a18–b11). Pity and fear,
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then, are not meant to inhibit action as such, but rather only action that
is not joined with thorough deliberation. Persons who experience pity
and fear in the proper way will not fail to act, but they will be deterred
from acting in the wrong way. At the very least, the tragic emotions can be
useful in the politics of public deliberation at least in a negative way, as
checks on the tendency toward overconfident and impulsive action that
would preclude deliberation. Pity and fear can force individuals to at least
act deliberately in the broad sense: the first stage of practical wisdom.

In addition to acting as a negative check on overconfidence, the de-
liberateness inspired by the tragic emotions has important positive quali-
ties. Martha Nussbaum has argued that Aristotle preserves the emotions
against Plato’s critique by showing that they contain a “cognitive” compo-
nent.22 One of the most important cognitive components of the tragic
emotions is a broad concern with questions of justice. Tragedies can raise
controversial and complicated issues of moral worth, provoking specula-
tion on ethical questions. This sort of questioning was what initially drew
Haemon into conversation with his father. The individual who experi-
ences the right kind and amount of fear will experience not only selfish
and narrowly instrumental fear, but also other kinds of fear that involve or
overlap with an assortment of other-regarding cognitive judgments, such
as the fear of doing wrong or the fear of dishonor. The citizen who is fear-
ful in this sense will need to, at the very least, be deliberate, not only con-
cerning instrumental questions, but also regarding questions of value.
Similarly, pity may not presuppose a precise and determinate definition
of justice, but it does require a willingness to ask questions about justice in
some way that is qualitatively distinct from the total lack of regard for such
questions characteristic of the overconfident personality. In addition to a
particular emotional predisposition, pity, perhaps even more so than fear,
also requires certain prior judgments of value. Aristotle’s peculiar sense of
“pity” defines the emotion as a painful reaction to undeserved misfortune
(Rhet., 1385b11–15). We do not experience pity at deserved suffering as
proper punishment for a crime, for example. As with the fear of being dis-
honored, pity requires some prior engagement with questions of merit,
responsibility, or worth, and, as such, at least some minimal conception of
justice.23 This implicit concern for justice is consistent with Salkever’s ac-
count of how the tragic emotions get democratic individuals to be
spoudaios, to think seriously about moral questions.24 Pity may not require
scientific rationality, but, as an other-regarding emotion requiring a sense
of justice, it is more than a purely subjective individual feeling. For mat-
ters that cannot be resolved scientifically, pity will be a useful guide for de-
liberation and an alternative to overconfident action. Pity is not just an
“immediate” or reflexive emotion, but the end of a process involving a
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complex bundle of cognitive abilities and judgments, many of which 
involve important rational and moral faculties and are quite conducive to
thorough deliberation.

What makes drama “tragic” is not only the extent to which it arouses
pity and fear, but also how it arouses these emotions. Pity and fear cannot
be understood independent from the specific structure of Greek tragedy.
We need, therefore, to understand not only the emotions themselves, but
also how they operate in conjunction with two specific characteristics that
Aristotle identifies with Greek tragedy: true tragedy is always marked by a
reversal of status (peripeteia) and scene of recognition (anagnorisis).
Tragedy, for Aristotle, is not just any kind of dramatic suffering. Tragedy
is distinct because it follows a fairly specific formal structure. The plot (or
muthos) is, for Aristotle, the “life and soul, so to speak” of tragic drama, and
the mark of genuinely tragic plots are its “peripities and discoveries” (Poet.,
1450a33–39). Tragedy is specifically an arousal of pity and fear in a way
that is unexpected, yet linked to the action of the drama. Merely arbitrary
suffering would not provoke wondering (thaumasantes), which stimulates
the search for practical wisdom (Metaphysics, 982b11–983a20). The tragic
effect is most intense when pity and fear are aroused through a reversal of
status that occurs at a moment of recognition, when the hero’s true iden-
tity and the nature of his hamartia (flaw or mistake) are revealed. The high-
est example of a tragic plot is the reversal suffered by Oedipus upon
recognition of his unconscious mistake (1452a23–1452b9). By producing
pity specifically through peripeteia, or reversals of expectations, Aristotle
suggests that the experience of tragedy helps citizens become open to re-
versals of their immediate expectations. As Salkever suggests, one of the
core teachings of tragedy is that, “serious mistakes are possible.”25

In checking the tendency toward overconfidence and provoking de-
liberation on ethical questions, pity and fear do not prevent action.
Rather, they combine to produce action that is properly informed by de-
liberation. Aristotle says that many emotions, pity and fear included, “may
be felt both too much and too little, and in both cases not well; but to feel
them at the right times, with reference to the right objects, towards the
right people, with the right aim, and in the right way, is what is both 
intermediate and best, and this is characteristic of excellence” 
(NE, 1106b16–23). Aristotle does not say that pity and fear are good all of
the time without qualification. Fear may be experienced in excess, as in
cowardice, but, as an “intermediate” emotion, fear becomes cowardice
only as an extreme. Aristotle, then, is not praising fear in the sense of an
overwhelming and irrationally debilitating feeling. If we were totally over-
come with fear, we would not have available alternatives to suffering about
which to deliberate. Instead of paralysis, Aristotle explicitly links fear with
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deliberation: “A sign of this is that fear makes men deliberate, whereas 
no one deliberates about things that are hopeless” (Rhet., 1383a6–7).26

Fear, then, can be quite consistent with and even constitutive of courage;
thus, Aristotle defines courage not as the absence of fear but rather 
as a mean between the extremes of overconfidence and cowardice 
(NE, 1107a35–b4). Aristotle does not explicitly say that pity, too, is delib-
erative, but, as a closely related emotion, we would expect it to have the
same intermediate qualities. Further, Aristotle again defines pity as an in-
termediate emotion, experienced only by those who are between the two
extremes of insolence and paralysis; paralyzed or panic-stricken people
are incapable of experiencing it (Rhet., 1385b32–36). Pity, in Aristotle’s
special and intermediate sense, is not an extreme form of sadness that re-
duces the audience to a melodramatic weeping mass, but rather a com-
plex process of other-regarding mutual identification. Rather than an
inhibitor to action, pity turns out to be an enabler of deliberate action—
at the right time, in the right circumstances, and in the right way.

Aristotle’s account of the tragic emotions so far has shown that ethi-
cal choice must be deliberate, considering potential consequences for
both oneself and for others. At this point, the character of public delib-
eration, and the role of the tragic emotions in it, still remain unclear. It
seems that an individual could deliberate in a pitiful and fearful way with-
out involving others. This would be consistent with a wholly internal
process, similar to those described by Salkever and Nussbaum. Although
this is an important first step, Aristotle’s account of the tragic emotions
points to a further step that must be taken for complete and thorough
deliberation. For deliberation to be complete, it must be not only delib-
erate, it must be public. What does genuine public deliberation look
like? What is its function in democratic politics?

The Tragic Emotions and the
Moral Epistemology of Citizenship

To answer these questions, one must turn to the other-regarding aspects
of the tragic emotions, especially pity. Aristotle’s account of pity in the
Rhetoric requires much more than an individual feeling sad or sorry for a
sufferer. Rather, a set of moral qualities and sympathetic processes are
embedded in Aristotle’s account of tragic pity. These cognitive aspects of
the tragic emotions are consistent with, necessary to, and supportive of
not only internal deliberation but also genuine public deliberation. This
is not to say that the tragic experience in itself is or directly produces de-
liberation. However, they have important qualities that point beyond in-
ternal deliberation and toward active citizen engagement in public
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conversation on moral questions. Aristotle’s account of the tragic emo-
tions can therefore be helpful in understanding the qualities of citizen-
ship necessary to the kind of politics suggested in Haemon’s conception
of public speech linked to listening to others.

Before turning to the moral qualities of pity, one should first observe
that even if fear is primarily a selfish emotion, Aristotle judges tragedy ac-
cording to how it elicits pity and fear, not one in isolation from the other.
Further, Aristotle maintains that a simultaneous experience of both emo-
tions is unique and especially tragic: “Tragedy, however, is an imitation
not only of a complete action, but also of incidents arousing pity and fear.
Such incidents have the greatest effect on the mind when they occur un-
expectedly and at the same time in consequence of one another; there is
more of the marvelous in them than if they happened by themselves or by
mere chance” (Poet., 1452a3–6). Aristotle goes on to link pity and fear in
his admittedly brief reference to catharsis in the Politics (Pol., 1342a5). And
again, in the Rhetoric, Aristotle argues that pity is closely linked with fear
because it is inspired by the same classes of events as fear (especially the
events of Greek tragedy): “anything causes us to feel fear that when it hap-
pens to, or threatens, others causes us to feel pity” (Rhet., 1383b26–27).
While pity and fear are clearly conjoined in the response to tragic drama,
Aristotle seems to be suggesting that in wider contexts the two emotions
are interrelated. In this context, the self-regarding aspects of fear realize
their ethical potential only insofar as they are experienced in conjunction
with the other-regarding aspects of pity.

To return to the problem of overconfidence, I have already argued
that this characteristic is problematic from the point of view of individual
deliberation. It is equally problematic from a social perspective. The over-
confident person is likely to tend not only toward foolishness, but also to-
ward individualism. Creon and Antigone, for example, were prone to
individualistic modes of decision-making, in contrast to Haemon’s politics
of speaking and listening. If an overconfident person is going to forgo
thorough consideration of his own interests, surely, too, will such a person
also fail to deliberate carefully with and/or concerning others. As with
fear, Aristotle links the absence of pity to the ethos of overconfidence that
he has described as incompatible with deliberation: “It is therefore not
felt . . . by those who imagine themselves immensely fortunate—their feel-
ing is rather insolence” (1385b19–23). With a false perception of invul-
nerability and power, the overconfident person has no need to engage
others in ethical choices. All that counts to the overconfident personality
is the individual’s own immediate interests, impulses, and opinions. Even
when acting as negative checks on the antisocial aspects of overconfi-
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dence, the tragic emotions can have important public consequences. At
the very least, they mediate an important obstacle to public engagement.

More positively, the experience of pity requires a prior ability to
identify with and see from the perspective of others. This was crucial in
Haemon’s ultimate decision to side with Antigone. For Aristotle, pity is
not just a personal feeling of sorrow for someone who is suffering.
Rather, as he defines it, pity requires actual identification with the suf-
ferer. It is crucial that Aristotle says that we feel eleos only when some-
thing threatens others in a way that we expect could happen to ourselves
(1382b34–35). Especially prosperous people are insensitive to pity and
fear because they consider themselves invulnerable (1383a1–2). It is eas-
ier to identify with and experience pity for flawed characters; it may be
for this reason that Aristotle argues for tragic heroes who are of interme-
diate rather than extreme goodness (Poet., 1452b33–1453a11). By con-
trast, tragedies involving idealized and unrealistically virtuous characters,
Aristotle says, do not produce pity but rather are “simply odious”
(1452b35). It is only pity that Aristotle wishes to cultivate through the
tragic experience.

Aristotle’s eleos is therefore a kind of pity that is distinct from the typ-
ical modern usage of the term. While modern pity might include or even
presuppose a condescending feeling of sorrow for someone who is radi-
cally inferior, this would be incompatible with Aristotle’s criterion of mu-
tual identification. Eleos, for Aristotle, is more like sympathy, an ability to
participate in common experience. Both politics (in the Aristotelian
sense) and the tragic emotion of pity require mutual identification, to ex-
perience the world from other points of view. Tragedy expands the audi-
ence’s capacities for doing so by inviting identification with suffering
heroes and heroines. By producing pity in often surprising and unex-
pected ways, tragedy in particular is useful for expanding citizen’s sym-
pathetic capacities beyond conventional limits and expectations.

Aristotle does not make explicit the public dimensions of pity. How-
ever, as I have argued, his account of pity in the Rhetoric specifies that one
of its elements is the experience of mutual identification with the suf-
ferer. This presupposes an important element of social interaction, for
one cannot identify with another person without some experience of
that person’s point of view. By defining pity in this way, Aristotle ensures
that pity must be a social emotion. Tragedy, as an aesthetic experience,
can be understood as an intensification of social experience, as it exposes
the audience to the point of view of the sufferer, in an especially dra-
matic way.27 The social aspects of the tragic emotions do not necessarily
lead directly to active citizenship, but they at least point in that direction.
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Aristotle’s account of pity and fear thus suggests something like the
“enlarged mentality” that Hannah Arendt describes, drawing on an idio-
syncratic reading of Kant.28 Arendt describes an enlarged mentality as a
critical precondition to political judgment. The faculty of public judg-
ment mediates subjective opinions by anticipating communication with
others. Arendt describes this kind of judgment as a sort of “common
sense,” common in the strong sense of being shared. In much the same
terms as Aristotle’s description of pity, Arendt writes that Kantian judg-
ment “discloses to us the nature of the world insofar as it is a common
world.”29 Crucially, it requires actual public experience. It is not going
too far to say that public judgment is, for Arendt, the outcome of active
citizenship. As Arendt writes:

This means, on the one hand, that such judgment must liberate it-
self from the “subjective private conditions,” that is, from the idio-
syncrasies which naturally determine the outlook of each
individual in his privacy and are legitimate as long as they are only
privately held opinions, but are not fit to enter the market place,
and lack all validity in the public realm. And this enlarged way of
thinking, which as judgment knows how to transcend its own indi-
vidual limitations, on the other hand, cannot function in strict iso-
lation or solitude; it needs the presence of others “in whose place”
it must think, whose perspectives it must take into consideration,
and without whom it never has the opportunity to operate at all.30

Judgment in this sense is a social as well as individual process. It requires
the presence of others who are genuinely different from oneself, not to
reaffirm what one already knows, but rather to expand one’s perspective.
Arendt notably attributes this faculty of public judgment to the Greek
word, phronesis, the insight of statesmen rather than philosophers.31 Aris-
totle’s rich and complex account of tragic pity incorporates these same
fundamental moral qualities. While we tend to think of pity as an imme-
diate and individual passionate response, Aristotle describes an emotion
that potentially draws individuals toward politics, and provides them with
the cognitive precondition to take part in public deliberation.

The experience of pity in this social sense does not occur in isolation
from the other aspects of the tragic experience. As I have argued, one im-
portant component of tragedy is the characteristic peripeteia, the reversal of
fortune that accompanies the recognition of the hero’s true moral iden-
tity. The tragic reversal functions to establish a sense of radical openness
that could be an important precondition to deliberation. The tragic expe-
rience can be regarded as a totality, combining expansive sympathetic
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identification enabled by pity with the experience of unexpected reversal.
Tragedy invites the audience to unexpectedly identify with a controversial
character and simultaneously consider a moral problem from a new per-
spective. The tragic experience can thus be understood as a moral change
brought on by an expansion of the audience’s sympathetic horizons.

Aristotle’s accounts of practical wisdom and the tragic emotions
combine to provide a moral epistemology for active citizenship. For pub-
lic questions of value inherently subject to choice, Aristotle argues that
thorough deliberation is the best practical way to make decisions with a
view to action. For deliberation to be as thorough as possible, it needs to
be as public as possible. In fact, conversations with others have an im-
portant role in Aristotle’s account of deliberation. Deliberation, as we
have seen, is concerned with things that are radically undetermined and
subject to choice, as opposed to things that are true by necessity. The top-
ics of deliberative inquiry, therefore, are inherently uncertain, and, by
definition, deliberating individuals have a certain amount of self-doubt.
According to Aristotle, speaking with others is a way to cope with 
this problem: “We call in others to aid us in deliberation on important
questions, distrusting ourselves as not being equal to deciding” 
(NE, 1112b10–11). Deliberation with others is a way for individuals to
cope with their uncertainty and fallibility. By bringing another into the
decision-making process, we take advantage of that individual’s different
experiences and expertise, making our deliberation more thorough and
less prone to error. In other words, Aristotle proposes the same moral
epistemology that Haemon suggested to Creon. Interestingly, like
Haemon, Aristotle draws on the poet, Hesiod: “Far best is he who knows
all things himself/Good, he that hearkens when men counsel right/But
he who neither knows, nor lays to heart/another’s wisdom, is a useless
wight” (1095b10–13). While even the best public deliberation will not
yield an objectively “correct” answer, Aristotle is saying that we have bet-
ter and worse and more and less thorough processes of ethical choice.
Intersubjective deliberation among citizens is an important component
of practical wisdom that is as rich and as thorough as possible. In this
way, Aristotle has provided a moral and epistemological grounding for
active citizenship. Participation in public conversation becomes the best
means of avoiding ignorance and error on genuine moral questions. Al-
ternative theories of democracy that do not incorporate active citizen-
ship run the risk of failing to account for the tragic uncertainty inherent
in the human condition.

Haemon’s politics of public speaking informed by sympathetic lis-
tening requires the exact same moral qualities that are elicited in the
tragic experience. This is the same process that Haemon goes through as
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he comes to identify with Antigone, and, as we saw, the audience goes
through this process with him. The tragic experience is not identical to
active citizenship, but it does provide a dramatic experience of the same
qualities that are required for speaking and listening. Tragedy, in this
way, can be understood as an aesthetic intensification of the experience
of active citizenship. The tragic experience inclines individuals to make
ethical choices both deliberately and publicly. In so doing, they will have
considered their choices thoroughly, both in terms of their own per-
spective and that of others. Their choices will be epistemologically
grounded and morally meaningful.

Given this largely positive account of the tragic emotions and their
role in deliberation, how is it possible to make sense of catharsis? Aris-
totle’s ambiguity may prevent a completely satisfactory answer, and a
thorough conception of catharsis lies beyond the bounds of this chapter.
Recent scholarship has shown, however, that Aristotle’s use of catharsis
does not necessarily require a hostile attitude toward the tragic emo-
tions.32 These puzzles have also led contemporary critics to consider
broader conceptions of hamartia that no longer rely on a “fatal flaw” 
deserving of suffering, the recognition of which results in a purgation 
of pity and fear.33 I can suggest one additional possibility. Recalling 
that Aristotle defines pity and fear as feelings of pain and disturbance,
the problem is that Aristotle says that poetry as a whole is pleasurable,
not painful: “though the objects themselves may be painful to see, we 
delight to view the most realistic representations of them in art” 
(Poet., 1448b9–11). This association of poetry with pleasure occurs
shortly before Aristotle’s definition of tragedy as eliciting pity and fear
and a catharsis of these emotions. Catharsis may, then, be Aristotle’s ac-
count of how tragedy can be both pleasant and painful at the same time.
Catharsis may not be purgation at all, but rather a transformation of ini-
tially painful emotions into a new emotional state that is altogether dif-
ferent and pleasurable. Recalling Aristotle’s assertion that the pleasure
of poetry comes from its educative value, both for philosophers and for
common citizens (1448b14–16), catharsis could then be the pleasurable
production of wisdom—a kind of wisdom that is accessible to common
people, not just philosophers—out of emotions that begin as painful and
disturbing.34 This wisdom is built on insight into the human condition
and the ineluctable fact of conflict. To the extent that Aristotle’s cathar-
sis may be described as “reconciliation,” it is a reconciliation to the tragic
aspects of the human condition, not insight into the elimination of con-
flict. A transformative conception of catharsis linked to deliberative pol-
itics would at least begin to make sense of the largely positive account of
pity and fear in Aristotle’s Ethics and Rhetoric.
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The Politics of the Poetics: Democracy
and the Role of Active Citizenship

So far the kind of deliberation inspired by the tragic emotions is public;
it remains to be seen whether it is in fact democratic as well. After all, de-
mocracy (i.e., “polity”) is only one of several political regimes described by
Aristotle, and there is of course substantial debate on the status of de-
mocracy in Aristotle’s typology. While pity may be “intermediate” with re-
spect to the goodness and the humanity of the hero, this does not mean
that it is meant to be a politically bourgeois, neutral, or conservative emo-
tion. Modern theorists at least since Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin of In-
equality have been quick to pick up on the strongly egalitarian aspects of
pity, and Aristotle, too, seems to be saying that through pity, tragedy may
expand our sympathetic capacities in potentially radical ways.35 Aristotle’s
account of pity and fear is in fact egalitarian. As I have shown earlier, Aris-
totle argues that the fearlessness of the overconfident personality comes
from mistaken assumptions of superiority having to do, for example, with
excesses of wealth, strength, or power. An intermediate amount of fear,
then, can act as an important leveling force, preventing feelings of supe-
riority from interfering with thorough deliberation. So, too, does Aris-
totle describe pity as a leveling emotion. Because pity requires the ability
of mutual identification and understanding, it can be experienced only
among those who are relatively equal. As with fear, Aristotle says that both
the “completely ruined” and the “immensely fortunate” are incapable of
experiencing pity because neither is able to identify with the potential for
future downfalls (Rhet. 1385b19–23). Pity and fear, in addition to the qual-
ity and quantity of emotion that is experienced, are “intermediate” with
respect to who experiences them and their relative endowments of for-
tune, strength, wealth, and power. As emotions that are intermediate in
this sense, pity and fear can be experienced only in a polity with at least
some sense of political and social equality. Following this analysis, the
tragic emotions are appropriate to a regime with a large middle class—
and, by extension, with a relatively small amount of extreme wealth and
poverty. This is, it is worth noting, one of the key indicators of the healthy
polity, as described in Aristotle’s Politics (Pol., 1295b2–1296b2).

In Book 3 of the Politics, Aristotle argues that democracy, supple-
mented by public and deliberative practical wisdom, is capable of collec-
tive knowledge that is superior to the knowledge of particular individuals:

For the many, of whom each individual is not a good man, when
they meet together may be better than the few good, if regarded
not individually but collectively, just as a feast to which many
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contribute is better than a dinner provided out of a single purse.
For each individual among the many has a share of excellence
and practical wisdom, and when they meet together, just as they
become in a manner one man who has many feet and hands 
and senses, so too with regard to their character and thought.
(Pol., 1281b1–6)

Aristotle goes on to argue that the many should have at least some share
in deliberative and judicial institutions (1282b35–37). He maintains as
well that ordinary people can be superior judges of excellence to the ex-
perts, as when diners judge the work of cooks and the resident of a house
that of the carpenter (1282a19–23). Again, Aristotle goes on to liken the
democratic polity to food, which is actually better when flavors are mixed
together (1282a37–38). Aristotle admits that not every multitude will
achieve this kind of collective superiority, yet he maintains that a flour-
ishing democracy is at least possible: “But nothing prevents what was said
from being true of a certain kind of multitude” (1282b21–22).36 Against
Plato, Aristotle’s conclusion is that democracy is capable of self-rule. Ac-
tive citizenship provides the mechanism through which the many citizens
of a democracy can become equal or even superior to the few wise aris-
tocrats. For Aristotle, democracy can be defended only insofar as citizens
can remedy their weaknesses as individuals and produce knowledge col-
lectively. Of course, Aristotle’s appeal to public knowledge may be as
much an indictment of democratic individuals as it is a defense of demo-
cratic societies, and it is perfectly compatible with at least a moderately
critical view of the individual members of the many. But through the idea
of practical wisdom reinforced and completed by public deliberation,
Aristotle is able to acknowledge many of Plato’s criticisms of democracy,
and at the same time hope for a democracy combined with civic virtue.

Aristotle’s description of democracy that becomes greater than 
the sum of its parts is suggestive of another departure from Plato, his 
earlier definition of the city as a plurality rather than a unity 
(Pol., 1261a1–1261b15). Aristotle’s account of democracy hinges on sub-
stantial differences among individuals in the polity. The collective supe-
riority of democratic publics is possible not because of any excellence of
the individual members, but rather from the enlarged judgment that oc-
curs as individuals encounter other perspectives and experiences. Fortu-
nately, Aristotle sees difference as a fundamental human condition
embedded within the very idea of social life. Aristotle regards the city as
higher and more self-sufficient than the village and the family because of
its greater complexity (1261b11–13). This is why the city, as distinct from
other forms of association, requires political speech. To the extent that
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associations become totally unitary, they become more like a large family
than a city, which must be non-unitary by definition (1261b17–18). The
idea of a city in which all conflict is reconciled is, for Aristotle, a contra-
diction in terms: “a city does not arise from persons who are similar”
(1261b24). The city is a collective entity, but it is self-sufficient only 
because it paradoxically contains difference.

Aristotle’s political philosophy thus reflects a sense of tragedy that
would be of benefit to contemporary theories of active citizenship. Both
his moral epistemology and his defense of democracy reflect an under-
standing of individual citizens as inherently flawed and limited in their
capacity for knowledge. The human condition consists of ongoing igno-
rance, imperfection, and otherness. Practical wisdom never guarantees
certainty, and can always benefit from additional encounters with diverse
perspectives in the enlargement of judgment. The possibility exists for
collective mediation of individual imperfection, but only in a way that is
fraught with irony. Political self-sufficiency requires a complex associa-
tion based in difference, while public knowledge requires engagement
with others with multiple experiences and perspectives. These solutions
to the problems of knowledge and democracy rely on serious differences
between human beings. The human condition of plurality requires an
ongoing openness to reversal and always contains the potential for con-
flict to exceed the limits of healthy moderation.

Although Aristotle’s apologia for democracy is infused with a sense of
tragedy, the moral epistemology of active citizenship provides a response
to Plato’s criticisms of tragedy and democracy. If democracy is to be wor-
thy of defense, it must be supplemented with habits of citizenship con-
ducive to practical wisdom based on participation in public conversation.
In Aristotle’s polity, practical wisdom will be complete only when indi-
vidual internal ethical deliberation is supplemented by public delibera-
tion with others in the community. As a form of knowledge that is
available to the many, not just philosophers, Aristotelian practical wis-
dom has a special role to play in democratic regimes in particular. Ac-
cording to Aristotle, nature makes nothing in vain and the “end” of each
thing is its nature (Pol., 1253a8–9; 1252b31–34). If this is correct, 
democracy is the natural end of both tragedy and practical wisdom.
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Chapter 3

Hegel and the Politics
of Reconciliation

THE PREVIOUS CHAPTERS have developed an approach to active citizenship
based on the implicit politics of Greek tragedy and clarified by Aristotle’s
political philosophy. Active citizenship requires a sense of tragedy in the
midst of conflict. Active citizenship informed by a sense of tragedy can be
both morally meaningful and politically useful in deepening and sustain-
ing democratic politics. Beginning with this chapter, the second part of
this book argues that a major obstacle to active citizenship is an alternative
moral psychology that reflects a different attitude toward tragedy. This 
attitude is expressed and developed in Hegel’s political philosophy.1

The Hegelian moral psychology emphasizes Versöhnung, or reconcil-
iation, a sense of being at home in or existentially at one with the social
world.2 Hegel’s contemporary interpreters describe this type of philoso-
phy as producing a sense that the real social world expresses the “iden-
tity” of each individual.3 Hegel’s philosophy attempts to achieve
reconciliation by demonstrating the ultimate harmony of all individuals
with the customs and institutions of their society. Instead of a sense of
conflict and painful experience of sympathetic emotions, Hegel sees
tragedy as ethically valuable for providing a sense of “moral peace and
satisfaction” (LFA, 1216). This chapter considers the political implica-
tions of Hegel’s attitude toward tragedy. By understanding the theme of
reconciliation in Hegel’s philosophy, I hope to explain how active citi-
zenship falls out of his political ideal. Although Hegel frames his philos-
ophy as a response to tragedy, his philosophy reflects a new attitude
toward tragedy consistent with an institutionalized politics that does not
require active citizen participation.

Ever since Hegel confounded the world of philosophy with his fa-
mous aphorism that “the real is rational and the rational is real,” his the-
ory has been understood to uncritically affirm the existing state and
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provide the basis for an essentially conservative politics.4 Hegel’s conser-
vativism has been recognized and criticized in the most polemical terms
by Karl Popper, who linked Hegel to modern totalitarianism.5 On the
other hand, since Popper’s critique, a group of revisionist Hegel scholars
have distanced Hegel from this radical conservatism.6 Attempting to re-
cover the dialectical complexity of Hegel’s thought, these scholars tend
to emphasize the roles of freedom and reason in Hegel’s thought. Revi-
sionist scholars have noted that Hegel claimed that Germany was not a
“state” and that his theory of the state does not match up with the exist-
ing Prussian state of his time.7 They identify the progressive side of
Hegel’s appeal to critical thought that goes beyond reflexive, immediate
acceptance of received dogmas, and point to Hegel’s criticisms of one-
sided theories of positive law.8

This chapter uses the theme of reconciliation to explore both the
truth in and the flaws of each of these approaches to Hegel’s political
philosophy. The theme of reconciliation explains how Hegel can be a
progressive and critical thinker, while at the same time demand that 
philosophy be concrete and embedded in the existing world. For Hegel,
philosophy can point critically toward radical change, but only in a way
that is grounded in the internal contradictions of dominant customs and
institutions. Hegel can be understood as both realist and idealist, con-
servative and radical. The question that remains, however, is what this
reconciliation might mean for active democratic citizenship. Rather than
a creation of citizen-driven politics, the institutions of the state for Hegel
reflect the immanent “unfolding” of Spirit out of the inherent contra-
dictions of flawed worldviews. Instead of a theory of active citizenship,
Hegel’s philosophy provides a theory of institutions and their ultimate
justification and historical development.

My focus in this chapter will be on the differences between Hegel’s po-
litical thought and the tragic approach to active citizenship. However, their
similarities should not be overlooked. First, Hegel and the classical trage-
dians are united by a set of similar political concerns. Both are concerned
to develop strong theories of citizenship as well as theories of community
beyond the simple aggregation of individuals.9 Political conflict is the cen-
tral concern of both approaches. Hegel’s relentless criticism of “one-
sidedness” has much to offer theories of democratic deliberation. The 
dialectic of lordship and bondage bears a strong resemblance to Aristotle’s
attempt to define genuinely political rule as a mean between mastery and
servitude. Second, Hegel and the classical tragedians are each concerned
with problems of moral epistemology. In particular, Hegel and the classi-
cal tragedians are troubled by ways of knowing that are abstract and theo-
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retical, on the one hand, and those that are subjective and individualistic,
on the other. Both are deeply suspicious of individual claims to moral
knowledge independent of social experience. Finally, like Sophocles and
Aristotle, Hegel is deeply aware of the connections between a community’s
aesthetic sensibility and its political culture. Hegel sees Greek tragedy as a
sort of political education that is capable of inculcating the virtues of
thought and character of a genuinely political community. Because Hegel
deals with a similar set of political, epistemological, and cultural problems
to those of the classical tragedians, Hegel has been characterized as a
“modern Aristotle.”10

Despite these important similarities between Hegel and the classical
tragedians, however, Hegel departs from Sophocles and Aristotle in sub-
tle but radical ways. To make this case, I first begin with an overview of
the theme of reconciliation and the general political character of
Hegel’s philosophy. Second, I consider the theme of reconciliation in
Hegel’s theory of art, tragedy, and Absolute Spirit to show that Hegel’s
philosophy reflects a radically different attitude toward tragedy. Third,
the dialectical logic of Hegel’s philosophy of reconciliation is illustrated
through his interpretation of the Antigone. Finally, I explore the implica-
tions of Hegel’s attitude toward tragedy for citizenship and the institu-
tionalization of politics. Hegel’s account of reconciliation enables a new
approach to philosophy that is grounded in a concrete theory of change,
an explanation of its own realization. At the same time, Hegel’s account
of reconciliation has a strong affinity with an institutional politics that
has little need for active citizenship.

Philosophy, Reconciliation, and the State

The theme of reconciliation is Hegel’s answer to the Christian tradition,
beginning with Augustine, that sees the Kingdom of God as radically sep-
arate from human history.11 From early Christianity to Kantian specula-
tive philosophy, the moral realm has been conceived as fundamentally
separate from the existing world. Hegel’s claim is that the Kingdom of
God can be (or perhaps has already been) made real; we just need the ex-
istential attitude and philosophical tools to understand history from the
correct perspective. As Hegel remarks in the introduction to the Philoso-
phy of History, “Our mode of treating the subject is, in this aspect, a Theo-
dicaea” (PH, 15). World History, at the level of immediate appearances,
seems filled with conflict, arbitrariness, and injustice. But, for Hegel, phi-
losophy allows an existential, metaphysical sense of reconciliation to the
actual objective world. This is the primary end of Hegelian philosophy:
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“To recognize reason as the rose in the cross of the present and thereby
to enjoy the present, this is the rational insight which reconciles us to the
actual” (PR, 12). This reconciliation is brought about not through action,
as in Marx’s reformulation of Hegel, but rather through thought.12 As
Hardimon notes, the young Marx tries to take Hegel’s philosophical rec-
onciliation into the political realm, to transform the objective world so
that individuals will no longer feel alienated. But Hegel’s reconciliation in
thought more or less leaves the external world intact, and, indeed, affirms
it.13 Hegel’s faith is that the problem of alienation from the world is not
an “objective” failure of institutions but rather a failure of understanding.
This false alienation can be remedied by a genuinely philosophical 
account of the latent rationality of the social world.

The crucial element of Hegel’s reconciliatory attitude is his under-
standing of the rationality of history. At the “immediate” level of surface
appearances, Hegel acknowledges that history may seem irrational. The
appearance of irrationality is the reason why the hard work of philosophy
is so necessary. “It is easier to discover a deficiency in individuals, in
states, and in Providence,” Hegel writes, “than to see their real import
and value . . . The insight, then, to which . . . philosophy is to lead us, is
that the real world is as it ought to be—that the truly good—the univer-
sal divine reason—is not a mere abstraction, but a vital principle capable
of realizing itself” (PH, 36). Philosophy, for Hegel, does the hard work of
moving beyond negative criticism to comprehend the hidden positivity
of the social world. It discovers the underlying rationality of history be-
neath its surface appearances. Philosophy takes the widest, macro-level
view of the social world and provides an account of its ultimate harmony
despite particular conflicts and injustices. This does not mean that Hegel
cannot conceive of irrationality. In Hegel’s system, particular irrational-
ity can coexist with general rationality. However, philosophy shows that
irrationality cannot endure at a universal level without eventually de-
stroying itself. The task of philosophy is to show that what appears to be
irrationality and conflict is a temporary, inherently unstable condition.

How can Hegel know that the world is rational and therefore capable
of reconciliation? One of the common themes connecting Hegel’s works
is the self-dissolving character of conflict and contradiction. For Hegel,
philosophy must work immanently, within the internal contradictions of
previous worldviews and institutions. As Hegel writes: “[O]ur thinking,
which is actuated by the Notion, remains for the object . . . absolutely im-
manent; we merely look on, as it were, at the object’s own development,
not altering it by importing it into our own subjective ideas and fancies”
(PM, §379, 5). Hegel’s dialectic is essentially a method of immanent criti-
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cism. Mastery and slavery, for example, are not replaced by some external
abstract ideal of democracy. Rather, they self-destruct because they fail to
work on their own terms (PhG, §§178–96, 111–19).14 Similarly, the state
evolves not as an abstract ideal, but out of the conflicts between individuals
in civil society: “The state . . . allows the principle of subjectivity to progress
to its culmination in the extreme of self-subsistent personal particularity,
and yet at the same time it brings it back to the substantive unity” 
(PR, §260, 160–61). Whether Hegel is discussing morality, art, history, re-
ligion, or the state, he attempts to use immanent criticism to demonstrate
the self-destructive nature of previous forms of irrationality and conflict,
and the necessity of progress from one to the next.

If Hegel’s hypothesis about the rationality of history is correct, ethics
can find a concrete grounding in Sittlichkeit, or “ethical life,” the dominant
customs, institutions, and habitual practices of the community. As Hegel
defines it, “Thus ethical life is the concept of freedom developed into the
existing world and the nature of self-consciousness” (§142, 105). Instead
of inquiry into the abstract idea of the best regime, Hegelian philosophy
investigates only the concrete, that which is already embedded within the
existing social world. If irrationality is self-dissolving, then the forms of
ethical life that have developed over history must have some kind of ra-
tionality. The institutions of Sittlichkeit have been developed and tested
over time, and they have endured. This does not mean that philosophy is
necessarily reduced to uncritical affirmation. The role of philosophy is to
comprehend the rationality of the world as a whole, which could include
particular instances of irrationality and injustice. Indeed, philosophy can
show that the whole is rational by demonstrating the self-defeating nature
of particular institutions and worldviews. However, if philosophy is to be
progressive, Hegel demands that it be able to give an account of its own
actualization. For Hegel, philosophy can and must be able to provide a
theory of change rooted in the existing order.

The appeal to Sittlichkeit thus enables Hegel to respond to vexing
problems that have generally plagued philosophy due to its abstract na-
ture. Hegel has in mind especially Kant’s attempt to develop a categori-
cal moral imperative that is a priori true for all ethical situations. Hegel
famously criticizes the abstract and “empty” formalism of Kantian moral-
ity for its inability to determine the specific content of its general laws
(§§135–37, 89–91).15 The only way an imperative can be categorical is if
it is so broad as to be meaningless. Because of its abstract quality, it tends
toward arbitrariness and subjectivity in its interpretation and application
in concrete situations. It therefore cannot be helpful in resolving real
moral and political conflict.
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Instead of Kant’s abstract and subjective morality, Hegel appeals 
to the “objective” norms, practices, and institutions that have developed
historically in the community’s public life. In contrast to the vague ab-
straction of the categorical imperative, the customs and institutions of Sit-
tlichkeit are concrete and determinate: “The objective ethical order, which
comes on the scene in place of good in the abstract, is substance made
concrete by subjectivity as infinite form. Hence it posits within itself 
distinctions . . . which endow the ethical order with a stable content . . .
above subjective opinion and caprice. These distinctions are absolutely
valid laws and institutions” (PR, §144, 105). If history can be shown to be
rational, philosophy can find concrete, determinate guidance from the
objective world in which it is embedded. As long as philosophy is rooted
in existing forms of ethical life, it can retain its rationality and idealism
without sacrificing its realism and sense of the concrete. The advantage 
of philosophy limited to inquiry within Sittlichkeit is that it is grounded in
objective practices and institutions, and it has concrete, determinate con-
tent. At the same time, this kind of philosophy rejects as abstract any 
inquiry beyond the “absolutely valid laws and institutions” and risks a nar-
rowing of horizons.

Although it is rooted in existing institutions and moral worldviews,
Hegel’s philosophy is not inherently conservative; indeed, it may even be
radically progressive. However, for Hegel progress has to be grounded in
the contradictions of already existing forms of ethical life, and philosophy
must be limited to immanent criticism. To the extent that Hegel’s philoso-
phy studies progressive change, it must develop out of the basic principles
and practices that have already been realized. This is why it is so important
for Hegel to dialectically examine each stage of world history. As Judith 
Shklar aptly describes it, the Phenomenology, for example, presents a series of 
“cycles” in the development of consciousness.16 Each stage is an exercise in
immanent criticism. Each involves exaggerated moral and psychological
character types that, when taken to an extreme, are revealed to be logically
incoherent and self-destructive. The dominant worldview is not simply re-
placed by another, but rather fails due to some internal defect in the terms
of its own logic. The consciousness suffers its downfall and transitions into
the next stage. By showing the progress of consciousness in this way, from
the most primitive sense-perception to the most advanced absolute know-
ing, the Phenomenology demonstrates the necessary development of self-
consciousness. Similarly, Hegel defines the science of right as the study of
the immanent development of political institutions: “The science of right
is a section of philosophy. Consequently, its task is to develop the Idea—the
Idea being the rational factor of any object of study—out of the concept, or
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what is the same thing, to look on at the proper immanent development 
of the thing itself” (PR, §2, 14). Using this approach to philosophy, Hegel
demonstrates the necessary development of simpler forms of community
into the state. Throughout his philosophy, Hegel is saying that historical
change does not occur without some objective basis in the existing order.
Rather, progress occurs immanently, when a civilization becomes conscious
of its own internal contradictions and is able to criticize itself on its own
terms. Philosophy helps to complete processes that are already under way.
It can undermine civilizations that are inherently unstable. But it must
evolve out of existing practices and institutions. This is as true for Marx and
Hegel’s interpreters on the Left as it is for those on the Right.

Hegel’s philosophy is not inherently conservative or totalitarian, but
it is radically optimistic. According to Hegel’s interpreters on the Right,
philosophy shows that reconciliation has already been achieved. Accord-
ing to his interpreters on the Left, it demonstrates that a potentially rad-
ical transformation is immanent in the structure of the existing social
world. Either way, Hegel is optimistic that irrationality and injustice are
essentially self-defeating and that rationality can be achieved through the
immanent criticism of existing concrete institutions. The centrality of
reconciliation in Hegel’s philosophy thus begins to explain key interpre-
tive difficulties regarding the political character of Hegel’s philosophy,
including how Hegel’s philosophy can be radically critical and progres-
sive, and yet constrained and realistic. But to what extent does Hegel’s
philosophy of reconciliation reflect a distinct attitude toward tragedy?
What are its implications for active citizenship? Surprisingly, Hegel’s
clearest account of reconciliation and its moral psychology is to be found
not in his philosophy of the state but rather in his writings on the arts.

Absolute Spirit and the Art of Reconciliation:
Hegel’s Theory of Tragedy

Before examining the specific aspects of Hegel’s thoughts on art and
Greek tragedy, it is crucial first to understand their places in his system,
as forms of “Absolute Spirit.” The realm of Absolute Spirit is distin-
guished in Hegel’s system from “subjective” and “objective” spirit. Sub-
jective spirit is individual consciousness: “in the form of self-relation . . .
its being to be self-contained and free.” It is studied in sciences such as
psychology, which examines individual consciousness and behavior. Ob-
jective spirit is the spirit of the community: “In the form of reality: real-
ized, i.e., in a world produced and to be produced by it: in this world
freedom presents itself under the shape of necessity.” Objective spirit is
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manifested in the institutions of the ethical life of the community, in-
cluding the family, civil society, and the state, and is studied by the social
sciences. Absolute Spirit is the consciousness of the unity of subjective
and objective spirit: “In that unity of mind as objectivity and of mind 
as ideality and concept, which essentially and actually is and for ever 
produced itself, mind in its absolute truth” (PM, §385, 20). Absolute
Spirit, in other words, is the consciousness that comprehends the recon-
ciliation of freedom and necessity, ideal and real, individuals and the so-
cial world. Absolute Spirit is expressed in three forms: art, religion, and
philosophy. As modes of expression of absolute spirit, they are identical
in function and content. They each aim to “bring home to consciousness
their object, the Absolute” (LFA, 101). They differ in “form,” or their re-
spective modes of expression.17 They are different ways of expressing the
same underlying sense of reconciliation. Within this framework, Hegel
considers art to be the lowest mode of consciousness, but within the
realm of art, Hegel considers poetry (and particularly tragic poetry) to be
the highest and the most like philosophy.

While Hegel considers absolute spirit to be the purest and most com-
plete form of spiritual expression, this is not to denigrate the objective man-
ifestations of spirit discussed in his later writings. Rather, Hegel describes
absolute and objective spirit as playing mutually complementary roles. It is
not that Absolute Spirit takes priority over objective spirit, but rather that
the consciousness of absolute spirit provides the final and most complete
understanding of what is already objectively true. Here is how Hegel 
describes the relationship between art, objective spirit, and philosophy:

Now, at a higher level, the life of the state, as a whole, does form
a perfect totality in itself . . . But the principle itself, the actualiza-
tion of which is the life of the state and wherein man seeks his 
satisfaction is still once again one-sided and inherently abstract . . .
[H]e feels that both in their objective character and in their rela-
tion to the subject they need a still higher confirmation and sanc-
tion. What man seeks in this situation, ensnared here as he is 
in finitude on every side, is the region of a higher, more substan-
tial truth, in which all oppositions and contradictions in the finite
can find their final resolution, and freedom its full satisfac-
tion. (99–100)

While this passage is about the absolute character of philosophy, it comes
in Hegel’s writings on art. Hegel is saying here that the objective institu-
tions of ethical life at first strike the human consciousness as finite and
contradictory. The role of absolute spirit, starting with art and culminat-
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ing in philosophy, is to show that the initial appearances of conflict and
injustice in the objective world are not “absolute,” but only apparently so.
The objective world is finite, and as such it will contain particular acci-
dental conflicts that seem arbitrary and unjust. Absolute Spirit, however,
grasps that these conflicts are self-contradictory. Conflicts point, there-
fore, toward a general underlying harmony and unity. Art, religion, and
philosophy, are all different modes of the same process of reconciliation
with the objective customs, practices, and institutions that make up the
ethical life of the existing community. Art is one particular mode of rec-
onciliation to world history: “For in art we have to do . . . with the pres-
ence and the reconciliation of the Absolute in what is apparent and
visible, with the unfolding of truth which is not exhausted in natural his-
tory but revealed in world history” (1236). In this way, the consciousness
provided by Absolute Spirit does not override that of objective spirit, but
rather offers insight into its hidden rationality.

Throughout the history of art, Hegel sees a progressive struggle be-
tween art’s physical forms and its metaphysical content. This progression
is ultimately resolved in favor of the latter, but, in so doing, art gives way
to philosophy. Art begins with architecture. It is the most primitive be-
cause in architecture spirit is constrained by the heavy masses and utili-
tarian functions of building. Artistic expression progresses into sculpture,
which allows for greater freedom of expression. Sculpture can depict only
individual characters. Next, painting can portray complex situations, but
they are frozen in time. Artistic consciousness culminates in music and 
poetry, which take place in the realm of pure communication.18 With
no physical constraints on the artistic imagination, poetry is the only form
capable of expressing action and narrative.

While art and philosophy are part of the same general realm of Ab-
solute Spirit, and both perform the same reconciliatory function, they do
so differently. Art achieves this reconciliation through “sensuous intu-
ition,” while philosophy does so through “free thinking” (101–4). Both
types of consciousness are part of the same spiritual process, yet art is an
earlier stage because sensuous intuition cannot achieve reconciliation with
the same determinacy as rational philosophical knowledge. Art has a cer-
tain inherent ambiguity and vagueness; Hegel describes artistic conscious-
ness as “in the middle between immediate sensuousness and ideal thought”
(38). This remains true even for poetry and tragic drama. Despite the
range of expression allowed by poetry and its functional kinship with phi-
losophy, Hegel maintains that all arts are critically incomplete forms of
spiritual consciousness. Art still speaks through the passions and therefore
lacks the rationality and determinacy of philosophy.19 In modernity, phi-
losophy becomes the functional equivalent of art in classical society, as the
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paradigmatic form of spiritual reconciliation to the objective world. By
placing art below philosophy, Hegel is not denigrating art so much as dra-
matizing and idealizing the final reconciliation enabled by philosophy. Po-
etry, and especially the poetry of tragic drama, is important not just
because it achieves freedom from physical forms, but also because of what
that freedom allows: the expression of the full range of dramatic conflicts
and their reconciliation. Thus, dramatic poetry (including tragedy) is, for
Hegel, “the highest stage of poetry and of art generally” (1158).

Here Hegel makes subtle but radical departures from Aristotle. First,
Aristotle speaks of the kinship between art and philosophy in much dif-
ferent terms. Aristotle does not frame their relationship in terms of any
reconciliatory function. Rather, he claims that poetry has a kinship with
philosophy because both deal with the “universal,” or things that might
befall general character-types as opposed to particular historical figures
(Poet., 1451a36–b26). This broad affinity is perfectly compatible with a
tragic worldview that acknowledges conflict and complexity as in-
eluctable facts of the human condition. Second, Hegel’s account of art
leads to an important departure from Aristotle in what he thinks the sen-
suous and undetermined character of art says about philosophy. Aris-
totle describes practical wisdom as aware of its own limitations and open
to ethical conflict and complexity. This is much closer to Hegel’s 
description of the artistic rather than philosophical consciousness. 
Although Aristotle may well believe that philosophy is superior to art for
other reasons, he is not particularly concerned with its supposed ability
to provide insight into the reconciliation of all conflicts with absolute de-
terminacy. Instead, as we have seen, Aristotle uses philosophy to carve
out a realm of practical wisdom that is open to a tragic sensibility.

Despite its critical shortcomings as an artistic rather than philosoph-
ical form of knowledge, Greek tragedy for Hegel represents at least the
highest stage of artistic consciousness.20 Hegel’s theory of tragedy is
largely implicit in his description of philosophy as reconciliatory, the
affinity he tries to establish between art and philosophy, and his claim
that tragedy is the highest form of art. Tragedy falls short of philosophy,
but the two are deeply connected. Tragedy is, for Hegel, the highest
form of spiritual reconciliation to the objective world that is possible for
the artistic consciousness.

Tragedy achieves this reconciliation, according to Hegel, by follow-
ing a pattern with three central components. First, tragedy creates char-
acters that each embody a “pathos,” an ethical principle or “spiritual
power” (such as familial love or political unity). Second, these characters
come into opposition to one another because each advocates an exces-
sively “one-sided” version of its pathos. This creates the central dramatic
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conflict or “collision.” Finally, tragedy culminates in the restoration of
harmony, a dramatic reconciliation of the conflict (1194–97). Here is
how Hegel describes the final stage of tragedy:

The tragic complication leads finally to no other result or de-
nouement but this: the two sides that are in conflict with one an-
other preserve the justification which both have . . . The true 
development of the action consists solely in the cancellation of
conflicts as conflicts, in the reconciliation of the powers animat-
ing action which struggled to destroy one another in their mu-
tual conflict. Only in that case does finality lie not in misfortune
and suffering but in the satisfaction of the spirit . . . only then
can our hearts be morally at peace: shattered by the fate of the
heroes but reconciled fundamentally. (1215)

If suffering is due to the hero’s own flawed one-sidedness rather than a
genuine moral conflict, the audience can understand the suffering as ra-
tional. Anything else would produce “mere indignation” rather than
“moral peace and satisfaction” (1216). Again, establishing pity and fear
for the protagonists is, for Hegel, merely “sentimental” and not truly
tragic, and this is why Hegel prefers happy endings (1232). Instead, to be
truly “tragic,” drama must demonstrate the rationality of suffering and
provide an experience of the latent harmony of the world.

Hegel’s theory of tragedy again contrasts subtly but radically with
Aristotle’s. Aristotle makes a superficially similar set of claims, with 
his observation that drama involves some combination of desis and lusis,
or a complication followed by a denouement (Poet., 1455b24). He also ar-
gues that mere suffering is not enough to create a genuinely tragic effect,
and that misfortune should befall only certain kinds of characters
(1452b34–1453a15). Aristotle’s terms, however, are much broader than
Hegel’s. Aristotle never says anything about the rationality of suffering.
Nor does he discuss the reconciliation of conflict. Instead, Aristotle finds
that art produces pleasure only to the extent that it produces under-
standing of the human condition and the ineluctable fact of conflict.
Aristotle’s categories were consistent with a high ethical value on the
arousal of the tragic emotions. Aristotle said nothing about the protago-
nist deserving her suffering or acknowledging her mistake, nor does he
mention any further goal beyond the arousal of the tragic emotions. For
Aristotle, hamartia does not necessarily connote a moral failure or even a
character flaw, but simply any kind of serious mistake, even an uncon-
scious mistake or a mistake of circumstances. While Aristotle suggests
that the goal of tragedy is to create a believable hero with whom the 
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audience could sympathize, Hegel believes that tragedy serves to ratio-
nalize suffering. Once suffering is recognizable as rational, Absolute
Spirit is almost ready to, as Hegel would say, come on the scene. The au-
dience is finally able to attain the ethical peace and satisfaction of the
same reconciliatory ethos that is the ultimate goal of Hegel’s philosophy.
Hegel sees art as producing reconciliation to a rational order; Aristotle
sees drama as producing pleasure in an artificial experience of the
human condition.

Finally, for Hegel, catharsis, enabled by the audience’s recognition
of the hero’s hamartia, is the last step in the artistic project of reconcilia-
tion. In this final stage of artistic consciousness, the tragic emotions, as
painful emotions, do not endure but pass away into the ethical peace of
Hegel’s reconciliatory ethos. Hegel appeals to Aristotle, yet defines
catharsis in much different terms:

Aristotle, as everyone knows, laid it down that the true effect of
tragedy should be to arouse pity and fear and accomplish the
catharsis of these emotions . . . [W]e should not confuse our in-
terest in a tragic denouement with a naïve sense of satisfaction
that our sympathy should be claimed by a sad story, by misfor-
tune as such . . . A truly tragic suffering, on the contrary, is only
inflicted on the individual agents as a consequence of their own
deed which is both legitimate, and owing to the resulting colli-
sion, blameworthy, and for which their whole self is answerable.

Above mere fear and tragic sympathy there therefore stands
that sense of reconciliation which tragedy affords by the glimpse
of eternal justice. (LFA, 1197–98)

While Hegel seems to suggest that his interpretation of Aristotle is com-
mon knowledge (“as everyone knows”), Hegel takes the idea of catharsis
to a new extreme that is far beyond Aristotle’s text. For Hegel, “mere fear
and tragic sympathy” are not based on anything “actual.” They are false
and disturbing emotions that only interfere with the ethos of reconcilia-
tion. Once seen from a retrospective insight into the blameworthiness of
the protagonist, the audience is able to move beyond its experience 
of the tragic emotions and achieve the highest reconciliation possible for
the artistic consciousness. Hegel does not say explicitly that pity and fear
are necessarily to be “purged” (in his dialectic, progress usually occurs
through “sublation” or transformation rather than simple negation).
However, unlike Aristotle’s positive account of pity and fear, Hegel as-
signs no ethical value to the tragic emotions in themselves. Rather, Hegel

74 Tragedy and Citizenship



believes the experience of tragedy to be valuable only as a means to a
new and higher stage of consciousness. In Hegel’s absolute conscious-
ness, the experience of tragedy is not useful in itself, but rather to dra-
matize the ultimate sense of existential reconciliation. Just as Hegel
might argue that the experience of slavery is necessary to produce a com-
plete consciousness of freedom, the experience of painful emotions
serves to make the sense of ethical satisfaction all the more complete.
The ethical value of tragedy does not lie in the process of experiencing
pity and fear, but rather in their transcendence.

Hegel’s accounts of art and tragedy provide some insight into the
moral psychology of reconciliation and the process by which it is to be
achieved. Art reveals intuitively what philosophy understands rationally:
that conflict is temporary, and reconciliation is immanent in the struc-
ture of the existing world. As a sensuous and intuitive mode of con-
sciousness, the insight produced by tragedy does not rise to the level of
determinacy and finality as that of philosophy, but as a form of absolute
spirit it addresses the same set of problems. Art is a form of reconciliation
to the actual world, and Greek tragedy is its highest mode of expression.
But how does tragedy accomplish its reconciliation? What does Hegel’s
account of tragedy reveal about the dialectical logic of his philosophy?

Rewriting the Antigone:
The Dialectic of Reconciliation

In the Aesthetics, Hegel describes the Antigone as “one of the most sublime
and in every respect the most excellent works of all time” (464). Hegel’s
appreciation of the Antigone is genuine, and his innovative interpretation
is one of the most important in the history of literary criticism. Hegel
may be the first thinker to take seriously the flaws of both main charac-
ters, and is notable for considering the play as a totality, rather than a vin-
dication of one character or the other.21 My reading of the play in
chapter 1 builds on these aspects of Hegel’s approach. However, Hegel
makes an additional attempt to read the Antigone as a narrative of recon-
ciliation. Instead of a dramatization of suffering that provokes a sense of
tragedy, Hegel sees the play as a story of cosmic harmony and an affir-
mation of the social world. The play becomes a story of immanent rec-
onciliation of the conflict between logically self-dissolving, one-sided,
and contradictory worldviews.

Entire sections of Hegel’s Phenomenology are written as meditations on
Sophocles’s Antigone (PhG, §§444–76, 266–89). In these sections, Hegel ap-
pears to be paraphrasing rather than interpreting the play. Hegel writes
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in a unique voice that blurs the lines between Sophocles’s original work,
Hegel’s interpretive interventions, and his own philosophical project. By
failing to acknowledge Sophocles’s authorship, Hegel’s voice suggests that
he is self-consciously creating a new mythology rather than simply and
faithfully interpreting the original. At the very least, Hegel takes serious in-
terpretive liberties with the play, as he does with Aristotle’s Poetics. With
these interpretive problems, it becomes especially difficult but all the more
urgent to distinguish Hegel’s critical interventions from the play itself.

In Hegel’s view, the play represents an apparent conflict between
two aspects of Greek Sittlichkeit, the family and the state. While modern
readers may be tempted to see the play as a conflict between the con-
science of the individual and the will of the state, Hegel sees the conflict
as between two forms of community.22 Antigone represents the family,
community that is based in natural kinship. She respects the “old gods”
of the underworld and inherited ancestral obligations to honor the dead.
Antigone appeals to divine law, which is unwritten and is manifested in
the unconscious and spontaneous bonds of kinship, the natural obliga-
tions of siblings to their flesh and blood. As a law that is inherited and
comes directly and unconsciously from blood relation, it is “objective”
and not subject to deliberation. Hegel paraphrases Antigone’s appeal to
the divine law: “[The unwritten laws] are . . . Ethical disposition consists
just in sticking steadfastly to what is right, and abstaining from all at-
tempts to move or shake it, or derive it” (§437, 262). By contrast, Creon
represents the “new gods” of the state and the living members of the
polis. Creon’s laws are self-conscious creations of human will, backed up
with the force of the state. Although Creon’s laws are created, he regards
the will of the state in equally steadfast and absolute terms. Despite their
differences, Antigone and Creon each represent fundamental aspects of
Greek civilization in the classical period. They embody different “levels”
of Greek Sittlichkeit: Antigone represents the natural, immediate basis of
community, while Creon represents its consciously created institutions.23

For Hegel, therefore, the Antigone can be understood as reconciling
these two aspects of Greek ethical life, thereby affirming the community
as a whole. How does the play accomplish this reconciliation?

The first step is to create a new “pathos” for Creon. For perhaps the
first time in the long history of the interpretation and criticism of Sopho-
clean tragedy, Hegel sees the conflict between Antigone and Creon not
as a conflict of right and wrong, but rather as one of right and right. The
result is what interpreters have called an “apologia for Creon.”24 For
Hegel, both the ancestral bonds of the family and the conscious bonds of
the state have an equal legitimacy.25 Indeed, Hegel even at times goes a
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step further, suggesting that Creon’s law is ethically superior, especially
when he puts the conflict in terms of gender.26 At the same time, the
negative aspects of Creon’s character, clearly present in the original, fall
out of Hegel’s interpretation. For Hegel, Creon means well, but takes his
appeal to the common good and the legitimate institutions of the state to
a one-sided extremes. The problem, for Hegel, is not that Creon is tyran-
nical, but that he is too simplistic in his legitimate defense of the state.
That Hegel overlooks Creon’s tyrannical tendencies is especially surpris-
ing given his own recurring and relentless criticisms of unmediated 
passion and his appeals to the rational rule of law.

Hegel’s attitude toward Creon is especially striking when seen in con-
trast to other interpretations of the play. Hegel never acknowledges any
points of departure from previous interpretations. However, his descrip-
tion of an ethical collision between two equal protagonists is, in fact, quite
unique in the long history of the Antigone and its interpretation. Aristotle,
for example, invokes Antigone as a personification of the universal un-
written law. Creon, however, is completely absent in Aristotle’s work.
Creon is never mentioned to exemplify any of the regimes in the Politics,
nor does Aristotle ever suggest in the Poetics or the Rhetoric that Creon
might be a moral or dramatic equal to Antigone.27 Only in Hegel’s work
does Creon emerge as a legitimate and equal co-protagonist. Given
Hegel’s recurring engagements Aristotle’s philosophy, it would be sur-
prising if Hegel was totally unconscious of the novelty of his approach.

While he makes the case that Creon is equally right, Hegel’s inter-
pretation also claims that Antigone is equally wrong. While Antigone
should be regarded as a sympathetic figure despite her flaws, Hegel es-
tablishes a perfect equality between her and Creon. Antigone refuses to
acknowledge any legitimacy to Creon’s position: “the opposition be-
tween them appears as an unfortunate collision of duty merely with a re-
ality which possesses no rights of its own” (PhG, §466, 280). She sees the
world in a one-sided, Manichean opposition between right and wrong.
Therefore, Antigone is equally culpable: “Since it sees right only on one
side and wrong on the other, that consciousness which belongs to the di-
vine law sees in the other side only the violence of human caprice, while
that which holds to human law sees in the other only the self-will and dis-
obedience of the individual” (§466, 280). Hegel thus largely identifies
the same problems as other interpreters, but Antigone’s uniquely sym-
pathetic qualities all are absent from his interpretation. Hegel’s critique
of her one-sidedness is itself one-sided.

Hegel’s views of Antigone and Creon are instrumental to the larger
narrative of his interpretation. In his account, the play results in a suggested
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or implied reconciliation, a vision of a unified ethical order that restores
harmony to the polis. While it may seem counterintuitive to most modern
audiences, according to Hegel’s interpretation, the Antigone is the highest
dramatization of divine justice (LFA, 1218). The Antigone accomplishes this
reconciliation, so Hegel argues in the Aesthetics, by showing that Antigone
and Creon point beyond their one-sided ethical principles toward a har-
monious ethical order: “The more profound tragic reconciliation [in con-
trast to epic] depends on the advance of specific ethical substantive powers
out of their opposition to true harmony” (1217).28 To demonstrate this har-
mony, Hegel’s interpretation applies his dialectical logic. The dialectic of
lordship and bondage is the most famous cycle in Hegel’s narrative of the
progress of consciousness, but a similar pattern occurs in his discussion of
the Antigone. Hegel attempts to show that the worldviews of Antigone and
Creon are not only one-sided, but also internally incoherent and self-
contradictory. Reconciliation is therefore immanent in each of their world-
views, despite their flaws.

In the case of Antigone, Hegel tries to make the case that her appeal
to divine law hinges on a tacit acceptance of the human law. Again, Hegel
understands Antigone’s conception of unwritten divine law to suggest
that her morality is unconscious. If her action is based in the law of the
family, it must be completely spontaneous, like the natural sense of kin-
ship between siblings. Antigone’s worldview becomes incoherent and con-
tradictory once she acts on behalf of the divine law, because her action
implies consciousness. Antigone gives up her claim to innocence as soon
as she makes a conscious choice to follow the divine law rather than the
human law. The “deed” is itself proof of her guilt: “By this act, [con-
sciousness] gives up the specific quality of the ethical life, of being the
simple certainty of immediate truth . . . By the deed, therefore, it becomes
guilt.” Total innocence requires an absence of consciousness, “like the
mere being of a stone, not even that of a child” (PhG, §468, 282).
Antigone’s choice gives up that innocence because through her conscious
choice she subjects herself to Creon’s law. Her conscious adherence to
the unconscious law is a manifest contradiction, and her guilt is imma-
nent in her self-contradictory claim to innocence.

Hegel supports this narrative further by reading Antigone to recog-
nize her own guilt. For all her stubbornness, Hegel claims that Antigone
gives up the one-sidedness of her ethical claim and acknowledges her
mistake. The potential radicalism of Hegel’s project here is especially ev-
ident because it rests on a mistranslation and an omission. Hegel cites a
single line within the famously controversial passage in which Antigone
makes the morbid argument that she would not have disobeyed on be-
half of a husband or a child because she could always remarry, but be-
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cause her parents are dead her brother is uniquely irreplaceable.29 Hegel
translates the line in first person plural: “Because we suffer we acknowl-
edge we have erred” (§§470–71, 284). Yet the original is in the first-
person singular. Hegel is obviously familiar with ancient Greek, so this is
a striking mistake that begs the question of Hegel’s intent. Perhaps
Antigone’s “we” in Hegel’s translation refers to Creon, or perhaps it is in-
tended to include the Chorus. Either way, Hegel seems to be trying to
create a sense of collective recognition of Antigone’s guilt that does not
exist in the original. Even more important, however, is what Hegel leaves
out of his translation. Hegel omits an important conditional that severely
undermines any actual acknowledgement of wrongdoing: “If this pro-
ceeding is good in the gods eyes.” In the original, this qualification sug-
gests that, at the very least, Antigone does not know with any certainty of
her guilt or innocence. More problematically, this might indicate that
any acknowledgment of guilt is made only in the spirit of the most savage
irony. An ironic interpretation is reinforced by the context: this line
comes in a speech in which Antigone is trying to justify her action, not
to apologize for or disavow it. As she begins the passage in question: “Yet
those who think rightly will think I did right in honoring you [Polyne-
ices]” (Ant., 904–5). Seen in this context, Antigone’s qualified admission
of guilt is ambiguous at best. It is almost as if Hegel’s interpretation is an
account not of what Antigone said, but of what she should have said,
based on his dialectical logic. In any case, Hegel is going to great lengths
to reinforce his view that Antigone’s appeal to divine law is internally 
incoherent and logically self-defeating.

Similarly, Hegel finds Creon’s one-sided interpretation of the
human law to lead to incoherence and self-defeat. Creon suffers his
downfall because, according to Hegel, the human law requires and is in-
tertwined with the divine law: “The publicly manifest Spirit has the root
of its power in the nether world” (PhG, §474, 287). Although the human
law is created consciously, the state depends on a kind of spontaneous
unity that “binds all into one.” In other words, the state requires the same
kind of unity as does the family. It cannot achieve that kind of unity with-
out the prior experience of it, and that can only occur if the state pre-
serves and recognizes the family. According to Hegel, Creon’s admission
of guilt at the end of the play is his recognition that he has violated the
family and in so doing undermined the interests of the state as well:
“[Spirit] learns that its supreme right is a supreme wrong, that its victory
is rather its own downfall.” In transgressing the customs of the family,
Creon has unwittingly undermined the foundation of his own position.
While Antigone acted consciously while appealing to the unconscious
law, Creon unconsciously subverts the conscious law.
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This account of Creon’s contradictions echoes Hegel’s account of the
state and the family in the Philosophy of Right. In this work, Hegel identifies
the family and the state as two core elements of a fully developed commu-
nity and its ethical life. As Hegel argues, the state does not emerge from 
a vacuum: “A nation does not begin by being a State,” Hegel writes 
(PR, §349, 218). Rather, it develops immanently out of less complex forms
of ethical association, beginning with the family and progressing through
civil society. The family is a tight-knit, unitary association characterized by
radical interdependence: “Hence in a family, one’s frame of mind is to
have self-consciousness of one’s individuality within this unity as the ab-
solute essence of oneself, with the result that one is in it not as an inde-
pendent person but as a member” (§158, 110). However, familial bonds
are highly internal and particular, limited to immediate kin. Despite this
difficulty, Hegel can explain the emergence of the state through an im-
manent logic that starts within the norms of familial morality. Acting to
preserve their families’ interests, fathers are initially led outward into a sec-
ond realm, civil society. This generates economically driven associations (a
“system of needs”) that are universal, but lack a thick sense of commu-
nity.30 Its foundation is a looser and less-reliable sense of self-interest: “each
man, in earning, producing, and enjoying on his own account is eo ipso pro-
ducing and enjoying for the enjoyment of everyone else” (§199, 130). The
state combines the scale and universality of civil society with the unity and
intensity of the family.31 Although the state transcends the particularity of
the family, it can come into existence only after the experience of familial
love and its sense of unity.32 In this way, in exactly the same terms as he de-
scribes Creon’s downfall, Hegel describes the family as the first “ethical
root” of the state (154). As Shklar writes, “While the polity remains prior to
the family as the only realm in which men can reach their highest ends, it
could not without the ethical family create the spirit of citizenship on
which its survival depended.”33 Creon’s one-sided appeal to the state there-
fore ends up undermining its own foundation in the family. Creon suffers
not because his tyranny is wrong in any absolute sense. Rather, his de-
struction occurs immanently, because his own terms (like those of the lord
and bondsman) are internally contradictory. As Hegel writes, “So there is
immanent in both Antigone and Creon something that in their own way
they attack, so that they are gripped and shattered by something that is in-
trinsic to their own actual being” (LFA, 1217).34 The play is an artistic
equivalent of philosophical immanent criticism.

Just as mutual recognition develops out of the internal contradic-
tions of the lord and bondsman, here, too, Hegel finds reconciliation to
be immanent in the structure of the conflict. The cumulative effect of
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Hegel’s omissions, mistranslations, and creative revisions is to create a
sense of reconciliation by suggesting that Antigone and Creon essentially
deserve their punishment. By pointing beyond their former one-sided
views and affirming the ethical life of the community, the retrospective
insight afforded by tragedy leads the audience to move beyond pity and
fear for the protagonists, and instead to recognize the hard truth that
they have committed wrongdoing for which they are blameworthy. They
now each recognize their guilt, and punishment restores the harmony of
the polis: “Only in the downfall of both sides alike is absolute right 
accomplished, and the ethical substance as the negative power which en-
gulfs both sides, that is, omnipotent and righteous Destiny, steps on the
scene” (PhG, §472, 285). Fate is omnipotent, but, even more important,
it is good. In Hegel’s account, tragedy therefore points toward the
restoration of an ethical realm in which the family and the state are able
to coexist: “The ethical realm is in this way in its enduring existence an
immaculate world, a world unsullied by internal dissension. Similarly, its
process is a tranquil transition of one of its powers into the other, in such
a way that each preserves and brings forth the other” (§463, 278).

The ultimate effect of the play, in Hegel’s view, is to affirm the total-
ity of Greek ethical life. By removing the apparent contradiction between
the family and the state, the play restores the audience’s faith in the im-
manent rationality and harmony of its existing institutions. According to
Hegel, the story thus shows that there is no real contradiction between
the two most important institutions of Greek ethical life. While the fam-
ily and the state initially seemed to be in radical opposition, Hegel’s
Antigone shows that in fact the two require and sustain each other. Any ef-
fort to choose one over the other can end only in contradiction and di-
alectical self-defeat, just like all the other flawed worldviews examined in
the Phenomenology.

For Hegel, the Antigone therefore becomes the highest expression of
the classical polis. To Hegel, the Greek ideal can be understood as a per-
fectly harmonious community, unified in the recognition of the objective
institutions of its ethical life. This is why Hegel, despite his genuine ap-
preciation of classical drama and poetry, likens Greek tragedy to the
“plastic” objectivity of sculpture that most fully captures the Greek spirit
(LFA, 509–11). As Hegel describes the ethical life of the polis:

[The polis’s] justification and absolute necessity rest on this still
immanent Objective Morality. For the modern conceptions of
democracy this justification cannot be pleaded. These provide
that the interests of the community, the affairs of State, shall be
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discussed and decided by the People; that the individual mem-
bers of the community shall deliberate, urge their respective
opinions, and give their votes . . . That very subjective freedom
which constitutes the principle and determines the peculiar form
of Freedom in our world—which forms the absolute basis of our
political and religious life, could not manifold itself in Greece
otherwise than as a destructive element. (PH, Sibree, 252–53)

The classical polis contrasts to the excessively subjective and negative
morality unleashed by the forces of modern civil society.35 The practices
of democratic deliberation and active citizen engagement in the midst of
conflict, so important to Haemon’s ideal and to contemporary accounts
of Greek democracy, are largely missing from Hegel’s portrait. Whereas
Aristotle saw conflict as an inherent element of the polis, for Hegel its
spirit lies in its objective and unitary ethical life. For Hegel, the Antigone
provides the most complete dramatization of the harmony of Greek eth-
ical life by eliminating the conflicts within its value system. Hegel sees the
modern state as a further reconciliation of this harmony with the scale
and universality of civil society. What are the political implications of this
narrative and Hegel’s larger approach to philosophy?

Although tragedy is the peak of artistic expression, there is another
form of art that follows tragedy in Hegel’s system: comedy. Hegel’s re-
marks on comedy are briefer and more obscure than his account of
tragedy and, even if it were possible to do so, I am not able to fully re-
construct Hegel’s account of comedy in this chapter. However, Hegel’s
thoughts on comedy are important for what they suggest about his larger
philosophy and the nature of reconciliation. In Hegel’s narrative, com-
edy follows tragedy, and serves to accomplish the final dissolution of art
and the transition to philosophy: “Yet on this peak comedy leads at the
same time to the dissolution of art altogether” (LFA, 1236). The devel-
opment of comedy comes at a stage of human consciousness in which art
can no longer be the most serious form of spiritual expression, when art
can no longer address the highest needs of the spirit. Philosophy has the
closest kinship not to tragedy but to comedy. Through comedy, art be-
gins to be replaced by philosophy, the highest form of absolute spirit.
Hegel genuinely appreciates tragedy for its role in the transition to phi-
losophy, but ultimately he is a comedic thinker.36

In Hegel’s narrative, the transition to comedy occurs just after his ac-
count of the ending of Oedipus at Colonus, which, for Hegel, is the ultimate
example of tragic reconciliation (1219). Comedy arises, Hegel suggests,
when art has already fulfilled its reconciliatory mission through tragedy
and pointed beyond itself toward philosophy. As Hegel writes, “What is
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comical as we saw is a personality or subject who makes his own actions
contradictory and so brings them to nothing, while remaining self-assured
in the process. Therefore comedy has for its basis and starting-point what
tragedy may end with, namely an absolutely reconciled and cheerful
heart” (1220). Hegel is suggesting here that the ridiculous characters of
comedy are possible only when the ethical principles of tragedy lack
pathos and seriousness. This can occur only when the conflicts of tragedy
have been reconciled, when they have been revealed to be false and self-
dissolving. As much as Hegel frames his philosophy as a response to
tragedy, the tragic consciousness is, not unlike the conflict between Creon
and Antigone, a passing stage in the dialectic of Absolute Spirit.

Seen in this context, one can better understand the narrative of the
Phenomenology. The repeated failures of consciousness only appear to re-
flect deep and intractable moral conflict. From a retrospective point of
view, however, philosophy discovers that the conflicts of each stage are
not absolute. The failures of consciousness therefore lack the pathos that
animates them in the moment. From Creon and Antigone to the lord
and bondsman, from the unhappy consciousness to the freedom and ter-
ror of revolution, Hegel’s consciousness stumbles its way through World
History, advancing haphazardly from one failure to the next. Defective
worldviews are doomed from the start, and yet, through no fault of their
own, things turn out well in the end.

Hegel’s account of the Antigone, together with his theory of tragedy, 
is consistent with this comedic narrative of reconciliation. In Hegel’s 
view, tragedy confirms to its audience that the world is rational. It shows
that mistaken worldviews are logically contradictory and inherently self-
defeating. World History is the working out of flawed and self-defeating
worldviews. Contradictions may exist, but their reconciliation is imma-
nent in the structure of the existing social world and its ethical life.
Hegel’s philosophy thus reflects a radically different attitude toward
tragedy. What does this mean for the political theory of active citizenship?

Implications for Citizenship:
Hegel and the Comedy of Political Theory

From a negative point of view, Hegel’s narrative undermines the moral
psychology of active citizenship by emphasizing reconciliation at the ex-
pense of a sense of tragedy. Hegel’s philosophy of reconciliation elimi-
nates the acknowledgment of conflict as an inherent aspect of the
human condition. In the Hegelian response to tragedy, the experience
of conflict and the resulting emotions are merely temporary. The audi-
ence realizes that its initial response was wrong, and the tragic emotions
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give way to a radically different moral psychology. The tragic sense that
had served as the foundation for active citizenship falls out of Hegel’s ap-
proach. While active citizenship could take place only in a moral field
characterized by serious conflict and suffering, Hegel’s approach begins
with a state of reconciliation.

More problematically, Hegel’s reconciliatory approach to Absolute
Spirit supports a turn away from citizenship and toward the institution-
alization of politics. Rather than a creation of citizens engaged in public
work, Hegel maintains that the progress of freedom is driven by institu-
tions and their internal tensions and defects. Although particular citizens
like Antigone and Creon can act wrongly and one-sidedly, the ethical life
of the community as a whole is what really matters. Taken as a whole, eth-
ical life is harmonious because, as philosophy demonstrates, mistaken
forms are bound to destroy themselves. To the extent that particular in-
stances of conflict or suffering may occur, Hegel suggests that they will be
resolved through the internal dynamics that are already embedded in
the concrete customs and institutions of ethical life. The only kind of
philosophy that is necessary at this point is immanent criticism within the
terms of the existing social world. Seen in the larger context of Hegel’s
macro-level harmony, the practices of particular citizens become less
meaningful. Rather than the civic skills of sympathetic identification and
openness to moral reversal in the midst of conflict, citizens require only
the understanding that institutions tend toward rationality and that the
dialectic will work itself out.

Hegel’s ideal citizen thus has confidence that contradictions are in-
herently unstable. Therefore, the Hegelian citizen is similar to one of the
personalities that Aristotle describes, the “confident” (tharraleon) ethos
that is incapable of experiencing the tragic emotions of pity and fear. For
Hegel, citizens do not need to engage in deliberation leading to collec-
tive action. Rather, they are required only to understand the immanent
rationality of the social world. In Aristotle’s terms, Hegel’s Absolute
Spirit is a state of confidence, a sense of invulnerability and an imagina-
tive expectation that the forces of reconciliation are already embedded
in existing institutions. This is a much different attitude than the tragic
sense that politics is a fragile and ongoing work in progress.

The importance of Hegel’s catharsis is not just dramatic. Hegel’s the-
ory of tragedy implies a political catharsis (in Hegel’s strong sense) as
well. Throughout Hegel’s discussions of Greek tragedy in general and his
specific appropriations of the Antigone and the Poetics, Hegel has pre-
sumed an exaggerated image of the Greek polis as a total substantive
unity, lacking in the sort of reflective critical thought characteristic of 
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active citizenship. Throughout his work on both history and Greek
tragedy, Hegel has tried to use philosophy to make the reader feel at
home or at one with the existing world. Hegel’s reconciliatory ethos al-
lows for critical thought regarding the particular and accidental aspects
of existing states. He even provides the theoretical tools for potentially
radical change. Nevertheless, Hegel’s philosophy ultimately provides a
theory of institutions, not of citizenship. Hegel is optimistic that, seen
from the widest macro-level perspective, the social world is harmonious.
Philosophical insight will provide a feeling of existential identity with the
social world, a faith that the conflicts and contradictions within its cus-
toms and institutions will work themselves out. The result is a dual pur-
gation, not only of the tragic emotions, but also of the civic skills and the
sense of tragedy that were central to Haemon and to the ideal of active
citizenship in Greek democracy.
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Chapter 4

Redescription as Reconciliation
Richard Rorty

IN THE PREVIOUS chapters, I have identified two distinct attitudes toward
tragedy, one that supports an active approach to citizenship, and another
that reinforces the institutionalization of politics. In the next set of chap-
ters, my aim is to demonstrate the importance of Hegel’s attitude toward
tragedy in the contemporary American context. With a view toward
Greek tragedy and active citizenship, I identify a tradition in contempo-
rary American political thought that should be understood as Hegelian
liberalism. These thinkers endorse a peculiar hybrid conception of citi-
zenship that applies Hegel’s attitude toward tragedy to the institutions
and practices of citizenship of American liberal democracy. Although
Hegel is not generally understood as a philosopher of liberalism, his at-
titude toward tragedy has a strong affinity with contemporary minimalist
and privatized approaches to citizenship.

By considering a range of representative thinkers, I demonstrate that
the Hegelian attitude toward tragedy presents practical obstacles to the re-
newal of active citizenship. This approach is reflected in the works of sev-
eral of the most important figures in contemporary political theory,
including Francis Fukuyama, Richard Rorty, Judith Butler, and John Rawls.
These thinkers work in a variety of philosophical traditions and represent
a broad political spectrum. They may be influenced by Hegel consciously
or unconsciously, and to varying degrees. However, each of these thinkers
combines the Hegelian attitude toward tragedy with an ambiguity toward
active citizenship. The discussion will begin with Francis Fukuyama, but
the focus of these chapters will be on the “hard cases,” thinkers who are
typically associated with democratic theory rather than Hegel’s political
philosophy. Although these thinkers seem at first glance to be potential re-
sources for a theory of active citizenship, their attitudes toward tragedy re-
sult in incoherent theories of democracy with little need for active citizens.
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The mainstream of American politics and political theory is gener-
ally acknowledged, in the terms of Louis Hartz, to reflect a “liberal tradi-
tion.”1 Despite its different forms and manifestations, the core of this
approach is characterized by a prioritization of individual liberty; a civic
culture of acquisitive individualism; a minimalist view of citizenship; and
skepticism toward democratic politics. According to Hartz, the American
liberal tradition has its roots in the political theory of John Locke, so
much so that Hartz characterizes American liberalism as an “irrational
Lockianism.” Although Locke continues to dominate the American po-
litical imagination, these chapters argue that a comprehensive under-
standing of American liberalism should take seriously the possible
contributions from the somewhat unlikely source of Hegel. These chap-
ters explore the extent to which Hegel’s philosophy of reconciliation has
influenced or is reflected in political theories of American liberalism.
The notion of an American tradition of Hegelian liberalism both affirms
and revises Hartz’s characterization of the American tradition. The pic-
ture that emerges will add an important level of complexity to Hartz’s
thesis of an irrational Lockianism. Instead of a revolutionary liberalism
based in the doctrine of natural rights, this liberalism grounds institu-
tions in the Hegelian attitude toward tragedy. At the same time, however,
even the most Hegelian moments in American intellectual history do not
stray far from their Lockian roots. That Hegelian and Lockian philoso-
phies can result in a single political consensus thus testifies to the
strength of the liberal tradition in American political life.

This chapter begins by identifying and comparing Hegelian themes
in the work of Francis Fukuyama and Richard Rorty.2 Hegelian liberalism
is defined as the application of Hegel’s attitude toward tragedy and rec-
onciliation to contemporary minimalist theories and practices of citizen-
ship. Because he is the most explicit in acknowledging is debt to Hegel,
Francis Fukuyama is the exemplar of this approach. My discussion then
turns to Richard Rorty’s philosophy of redescription and the extent to
which it is characterized by the same underlying attitude toward tragedy.
Hegel’s influence on Rorty’s “postmodernist bourgeois liberalism” then
explains his incoherent view of democratic politics. Although Fukuyama
and Rorty are politically in the mainstream of American liberalism, philo-
sophically they are indebted to Hegel.

Hegelian Liberalism at the “End of History”

The notion of “Hegelian liberalism” may seem paradoxical at first glance.
Whether one associates Hegel with his Right or Left followers, none of the
traditions directly influenced by Hegel seem particularly concerned with
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the problems of liberalism. Even Hegel’s supporters on the Left tend to
see his contribution as dialectically moderating the dominant liberal con-
sensus with some other paradigmatic political value. The exception to this
trend is, of course, Francis Fukuyama’s attempt to apply Hegel’s political
philosophy toward a defense of liberal democracy. Fukuyama’s The End of
History and the Last Man argues that a “remarkable consensus” has
emerged that liberal democracy has “conquered” alternative political par-
adigms (EH, xi). This liberal consensus, according to Fukuyama, is so
deep and universal that it meets the criteria outlined by Hegel for an End
of History: “This did not mean . . . that important events would no longer
happen . . . It meant, rather, that there would be no further progress in
the development of underlying principles and institutions, because all of
the really big questions had been settled” (xii). The collapse of commu-
nism and the 1989 revolutions mark a decisive historical turning point, a
postmodern equivalent to the French Revolution. The end of history be-
comes an opportunity to turn philosophy to the project of reconciliation
with liberal democracy. Fukuyama’s liberalism may apply Hegel’s doc-
trines in ways that Hegel himself would never have anticipated, but to
what extent does it rely on a similar attitude toward tragedy?

The core of Fukuyama’s affirmation of modern liberal democracy is a
Hegelian conception of history as generally progressive and rational.
Fukuyama’s Hegelian liberalism relies not on natural rights but rather on
the simple fact of an apparent pattern of historical progression culminat-
ing in the absence of fundamental ideological conflict and the victory of
liberal democracy over alternative paradigms. For Fukuyama, most essen-
tial to understanding the absolute superiority of liberal democracy is the
concept of World History: “History, that is, history understood as a single,
coherent, evolutionary process” (xii). The challenge of philosophy is to
make sense of particular contradictions and injustices in the broad, macro-
level context, but it assumes that the existing social world as a whole is ra-
tional. As Fukuyama writes: “If human societies over centuries evolve
toward or converge on a single form of socio-political organization like lib-
eral democracy, if there do not appear to be viable alternatives . . . we can
say that the dialogue has reached a final and definitive conclusion . . . 
Die Weltgeschichte ist das Weltgericht: world history is the final arbiter of right”
(137). At the broadest level, liberal democracy appears to be world-histor-
ical. The only task left for philosophy is to understand the fundamental
principles that are immanent in the existing order.

As in Hegel’s philosophy, for Fukuyama, the ontological force of his-
tory therefore limits the field of inquiry to dominant trends in the existing
social world. If history is regarded as generally progressive and rational, rad-
ical approaches to politics become unthinkable. As Fukuyama writes, “we
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cannot picture to ourselves a world that is essentially different from the pres-
ent one, and at the same time better” (46). For Fukuyama, as for Hegel, the
role of philosophy is not to envision alternative models of citizenship or ab-
stract inquiry into the best regime. Rather, philosophy is limited to the un-
derstanding of the historical development of dominant institutions. One
might say that, for Fukuyama, political philosophy is to be made continuous
with (if not identical to) the philosophy of history.3 Hegel’s philosophy may
have allowed for concrete progress immanent within the existing order, but
even Hegel’s talk of immanent change falls out of Fukuyama’s end of 
history thesis. Fukuyama does not explicitly take up the theme of reconcili-
ation, but the implication is that once the rationality of history is under-
stood, the only conceivable role of philosophy is to better understand and
legitimize the dominant institutions of liberal democracy.

For Fukuyama, it is not the Prussian state that is world-historical, but
rather American-style liberal democracy. Adapting Hegel’s political
thought to the present context, Fukuyama rarely mentions the side of
Hegel that has made him so appealing to modern communitarians.
Hegel’s attempt to reconcile the “substantive unity” of the classical polis
with modernity, and the superiority of the state to civil society, tend to
disappear in Fukuyama’s interpretation. Instead, Fukuyama emphasizes
only the modern, individualistic, “subjective” side of Hegel’s dialectic.
This results in a remarkably one-sided interpretation of Hegel as a para-
digmatic forerunner of contemporary liberal politics. As Fukuyama de-
scribes Hegel’s legacy: “Rather than being known as the champion of the
state, Hegel could equally well be understood as the defender of civil so-
ciety, that is, the philosopher who justified preservation of a large realm
of private economic and political activity independent of the control of
the state” (60–61). In at least partial confirmation of Hartz’s thesis,
Fukuyama believes that the victorious paradigm is in form identical to
Lockean liberalism (203–4). The only difference Fukuyama acknowl-
edges between Hegel’s politics and the American tradition is philosoph-
ical rather than political.

Fukuyama does not deny that there may be enduring conflicts within
the politics of liberalism. By emphasizing the “big questions” of World
History, Fukuyama decisively rejects only communism and fascism, the
most radical alternatives to liberal democracy that have culminated in
world-historical failure. However, Fukuyama’s focus on extreme ideolo-
gies suggests that political conflict has been eliminated, and that the only
distinctions that count for genuinely philosophical inquiry must be as rad-
ical as that between democracy and totalitarianism. Seen relative to total-
itarianism, active citizenship in Fukuyama’s account starts to look like a
minor variation within the liberal paradigm. Fukuyama’s characterization
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of totalitarianism is certainly compelling, but it becomes something of a
straw man once it results in silence on other possibilities paradigms for
democratic politics within the liberal context.4

Once alternatives to liberal democracy are dismissed, Fukuyama at-
tempts to think through the fundamental of principles of liberal democ-
racy to explain their historical development and world-historical
dominance. In this inquiry, Fukuyama turns to a moral psychology de-
rived from a combination of Plato and Kojeve’s interpretation of Hegel.
According to Fukuyama, the collapse of totalitarian regimes is in itself
proof that liberal democracy is satisfying to the soul. The task of philoso-
phy is to think backward, to show how modern liberal institutions
achieve this kind of existential satisfaction. How might philosophy give
an account of a human soul that is best satisfied through liberal democ-
racy? Fukuyama hypothesizes that the economic desire for material
wealth and the spiritual desire for “recognition” have been the twin dri-
ving forces of history (xiii).5 Fukuyama refers to the desire for recogni-
tion using the Platonic term thymos (usually translated as “spirit”).6

Although Fukuyama is at pains to show that the two sides of the soul re-
inforce one another, ultimately he believes that the “totally non-materi-
alist historical dialectic” is “much richer” and more important (144).
Fukuyama argues that the desire for recognition is the real driving force
behind historical progress and especially the 1989 revolutions. In plainer
terms, Fukuyama is saying that the historical victory of liberalism is a re-
flection not only of its economic superiority, but also of its spiritual su-
periority: its ability to accommodate the expression of the human spirit
that is repressed under totalitarian regimes. This gives Fukuyama’s liber-
alism an underlying existentialist and metaphysical flavor, but politically
he is in the mainstream of American liberalism.

While Fukuyama’s liberalism has the virtue of addressing each citi-
zen’s desire for recognition, it does so by creating a strictly protected pri-
vate realm where self-assertion can have no harmful public consequences.7

In other words, Fukuyama’s liberalism attempts to satisfy each person’s de-
sire for recognition by equally denying public recognition to all other com-
peting desires. Once liberalism achieves its decisive victory, Fukuyama
admits that the psychology of public sacrifice may quickly degenerate into
a culture of privatized cultural expression. Fukuyama writes, “people find
themselves retreating into the microscopic world of their families which
they carry around with them from place to place like lawn furniture”
(325). Once moral discourse is privatized, it must also become sanitized.
Morality becomes a private affair with no serious implications for public
deliberation: “It becomes particularly difficult for people in democratic so-
cieties to take questions with real moral content seriously in public life.
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Morality involves a distinction between better and worse, good and bad,
which seems to violate the democratic principle of tolerance” (306).
Fukuyama freely acknowledges all the problems that go along with a radi-
cally privatized society, including the decline of community, but he says
that this is the price that must be paid to prevent megalothymia from infect-
ing the public realm (322–27). The radically private nature of Fukuyama’s
liberal culture thus devalues and even undermines the qualities of citizen-
ship that were so important in Haemon’s political education, including a
concern for serious moral deliberation, an expansive sense of mutual sym-
pathetic identification, and an other-regarding moral epistemology.

Fukuyama’s liberal citizenship thus consists of a combination of the
pursuit of material wealth in the economic realm and spiritual expression
in the cultural realm. Both are regarded as essentially private and pro-
tected from the state. Fukuyama’s liberalism may be based on a complex
moral psychology, but it is consistent with a minimalist conception of citi-
zenship and a contractarian view of the public realm. Though the terms
of Fukuyama’s contract are spiritual aims rather than material interests,
the result is in form identical to those of the Lockean and American tra-
dition. Fukuyama’s liberalism makes no public demands of citizens, and it
requires only minimal public institutions so as to protect a private realm
where citizens are free to express their personal ideals. Although
Fukuyama’s liberalism is premised on a weak and minimalist state, it is
consistent with Hegel’s institutionalization of politics. The solution to
moral conflict is not active citizen engagement in public discourse, but
rather a set of properly designed institutions. If political institutions are
limited and fragmented, they can protect an expansive private sphere
with economic competition and freedom of expression, without any one
group dominating the power of the state. Rather than citizen-driven poli-
tics, liberal institutions provide the solution to social conflict.

As with Hegel, the tragic emotions thus find little place in Fukuyama’s
moral psychology. Thymos begins as a heroic quality capturing many of the
“public” qualities of the tragic emotions: “Thymos . . . constitutes some-
thing like an innate sense of justice, and as such it is the psychological seat
of all the noble virtues like selflessness, idealism, morality, self-sacrifice,
courage, and honorability” (171). With Havel in mind, Fukuyama writes
that thymos is the aspect of the human spirit that motivates men to, “walk
in front of a tank or confront a line of soldiers” (180). From the perspec-
tive of active citizenship, however, Fukuyama’s moral psychology is radi-
cally individualistic. Fukuyama admits that thymos is “closely related” to
selfish desire (176). Although he goes to great lengths to distinguish the
two, Fukuyama at times describes thymos as a spiritual parallel to selfish
materialistic desires: “Strictly speaking, the desire for recognition can be
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considered a form of desire like hunger or thirst, only one whose object is
not material but ideal” (Note 2, 369). His moral psychology simply substi-
tutes value-based desires for materialistic ones. The desire for recognition
may not be “selfish” in terms of material self-interest, but it is still individ-
ualistic. Fukuyama does not, for example, suggest anywhere that individ-
uals’ desire for recognition might ever be subject to public deliberation.
The result is a view of citizenship that is entirely compatible with main-
stream minimalist liberalism.

Active citizenship thus has little value in Fukuyama’s moral epistemol-
ogy. Like Aristotle, Hegel and Fukuyama seek a moral epistemology that is
capable of moving beyond subjective opinion to genuine knowledge. Aris-
totle’s solution was a politics of participation in real public deliberation
supported by a genuinely intersubjective moral epistemology. Fukuyama,
however, adopts the Hegelian approach, in which history becomes the
functional equivalent of public discussion. Like Hegel, Fukuyama is con-
tent to replace real public deliberation with a metaphorical conversation
between world-historical civilizations: “One might describe history as a di-
alogue between societies, in which those with grave internal contradictions
fail and are succeeded by others that manage to overcome those con-
tradictions” (61). Based on his optimistic worldview, it is enough for
Fukuyama, as a philosopher, to observe the conflicts of history working
themselves out. Once Fukuyama shifts away from the tragic qualities of the
soul, active citizenship has little place in Fukuyama’s politics.

At first glance, Fukuyama’s inquiry into the liberal soul and the de-
sire for recognition seems to go beyond the bounds of the philosophy of
history. However, as many have remarked with regard to Rawls, it is not
a coincidence that Fukuyama’s abstract theorizing ends up affirming the
dominant practices and institutions of the existing social world.
Fukuyama’s speculations about human nature would be unthinkable
without the first half of the book, in which the historical account of the
liberal state sets up the (apparently) transcendental explorations.
Rather, Fukuyama’s inquiry works backward; it does not claim to set up
any kind of new ideal, but rather attempts to explain what has already oc-
curred. Fukuyama’s detours into the metaphysics of thymos and the desire
for recognition are interesting, but his real importance (suggested by the
title of the book) has been the adaptation of Hegelian historicism to the
post-cold war world. While there remains some controversy as to whether
Hegel’s philosophy was intended as a justification of the existing Prussian
state, there is no question that Fukuyama’s political intention is to use
Hegel’s philosophy to affirm the existing institutions and practices of
mainstream American liberalism. This politics is supported by a Hegelian
philosophical project of reconciliation with the existing historical state,
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and it is at least consistent with Hegel’s purgation of the tragic emotions.
As the most obvious example of Hegelian liberalism, Fukuyama’s philos-
ophy thus demonstrates the extent to which this tradition embraces
Hegel’s attitude toward tragedy, and the political implications of that
shift. But what about the “hard cases” of contemporary political theory?
To what extent is Fukuyama’s philosophy representative of a broader
transformation? To see the extent to which this Hegelian liberalism is “its
own time apprehended in thought,” I now turn to Richard Rorty, one of
the most provocative figures in contemporary political theory.

Redescription as Reconciliation:
Richard Rorty’s Postmodern Hegelianism

In Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Richard Rorty asserts that Wittgen-
stein, Heideggar, and Dewey are the “three most important philosophers
of our century” (PMN, 5). Alhough Rorty has been the subject of a great
deal of contemporary scholarship, most readers have thus assessed his
work in the terms of these thinkers, usually with the aim of distancing the
earlier thinkers from Rorty’s postmodernist bourgeois liberalism.8

Hegelian themes have on occasion been identified with the aim to dif-
ferentiate Hegel and Rorty and to rescue the former from the latter.9

More often, though, Hegelian themes in Rorty’s thought tend to escape
critical attention. Attention to Hegel’s influence can help to explain the
absence of active citizenship from Rorty’s politics.

Rorty at first glance might seem to be sympathetic to something like
active citizenship informed by a sense of tragedy. Rorty emphasizes his
distance from Hegel, “shelving a lot more of him” than most of Hegel’s
contemporary advocates, so Rorty claims.10 Rorty completely rejects
Hegel’s metaphysics of Absolute Idealism, the idea of a mystical Geist that
is driving history. Rorty’s view of philosophy as piecemeal “edification” is
developed as an alternative to “systematic” political philosophy, again
suggesting a contrast with Hegel (PMN, 365–72). Hegel is, in this line of
Rorty’s thinking, just another metaphysician, squarely in the philosophi-
cal tradition that runs from Plato to Kant. Further, at times, Rorty shows
moments of affinity with a renewed democracy based in the tragic emo-
tions. Rorty often refers to himself as a social democrat and as a utopian.
He acknowledges the presence of inequality, problems of individualism
and greed, and the need for reform.11 Rorty talks about creating mutual
sympathy, sensitivity to the suffering of others, and more inclusive con-
ceptions of solidarity, and he attempts to create this solidarity by culti-
vating imagination: “the imaginative ability to see strange people as
fellow sufferers” (CIS, xvi). To this end, Rorty, at his best, tries to create
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new understandings of literature that, as Greek tragedy did, reinforce
the imaginative and sympathetic capacities of readers and audiences. So
how might Rorty be better understood as adopting a Hegelian attitude
toward tragedy?

A recurring theme throughout Rorty’s work—especially his political
writings—is an affirmation of Hegel’s conception of philosophy. Indeed,
as Rorty writes, his postmodernism is itself a variation on Hegelian his-
toricism: “a post-Philosophical culture would agree with Hegel that phi-
losophy is ‘its own time apprehended in thoughts’” (CP, xl).12 At times
Rorty replaces “apprehended” with “held,” perhaps because “apprehen-
sion” is suggestive of “metaphysical backup.” In any case, despite the
metaphysical baggage inherited from Plato and Kant, Hegel’s radically
historicist conception of philosophy makes him, for Rorty, the paradig-
matic “protopragmatist” philosopher and “the single most important
step in arriving at the pragmatist’s distrust of Philosophy” (xli). Rorty’s
affirmation of Hegelian historicism has important implications for the
character, methodology, and subject matter of philosophy (or postphilo-
sophical intellectual discourse, if not “philosophy”). Rorty uses Hegel’s
historicist conception of philosophy negatively, in the manner typical of
postmodernists on the Left, to demystify philosophy as an ideological re-
flection of socially constructed historical contingencies: “all the way
down,” as Rorty is fond of saying. In this sense, Rorty is saying, with post-
modernists generally, that philosophy is only its time held in thought, and
nothing else. This is an insight that Rorty obviously shares with the post-
modernists with whom he is commonly associated, especially Nietzsche
and Heideggar. This allows Rorty to adopt a model of philosophy as an
ongoing conversation with no ideology ever set in stone as absolute or an
End of History (PMN, 389–94).

The insight that philosophy is its time held in thought does not, how-
ever, lead Rorty into despair. Rather, Rorty retains Hegel’s optimism. Un-
like most postmodernists (especially those on the political Left), Rorty
takes a further step beyond negative criticism. Rorty embraces this aspect
of Hegel’s philosophy and turns it into a positive ideal. The positive mis-
sion of philosophy as its time held in thought is to reconcile intellectuals
to the general trends in world history. For Rorty, Hegel’s great signifi-
cance is to provide a model for optimistic philosophizing that affirms the
politics and institutions of the existing world.

What Hegel calls Versöhnung, Rorty refers to as “solidarity.” For Rorty,
the goal of philosophy is to create a sense of solidarity around the exist-
ing practices and institutions. Rorty praises the kind of postmodernism
that provides a “groundless hope,” a sense of affirmation but without any
metaphysical assumptions about the direction of history.13 Although
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there may be no ontological force at work in history, for Rorty as much as
for Hegel and Fukuyama, philosophy should proceed as if the existing
social world is capable of reconciling all contradictions. This is where
Rorty parts ways with the “Foucauldian” or “cultural” Left (AOC, 36–37).
Rorty’s differences from these strands of postmodern thought are 
emphatically not philosophical, but instead concern their attitude 
toward the current state of Western society. Rorty faults postmodernist
intellectuals on the Left for estrangement that he claims is based not on
any objective alienation from the mainstream of social life but rather on
willful and self-imposed feelings of hopelessness. Rorty refers to his
brand of postmodernism as being characterized by an attitude of “hope”:
“We should see Dewey and Foucault as differing not over a theoretical
issue, but over what we may hope . . . Here we have two different philoso-
phers saying the same thing, but putting a different spin on it” 
(CP, 204–5). Once intellectuals are able to get past Kantian abstraction,
on the one hand, and pessimistic critique, on the other, philosophy can
get on with its project of creating hope in the world as it already exists.
The Left uses postmodernism to remove the metaphysical obstacles to
radical politics; Rorty uses it to remove obstacles to the optimistic affir-
mation of existing institutions.

Hegel’s appeal to Sittlichkeit, or the “ethical life” of the community, has
its parallel in Rorty’s idea of “ethnocentrism.”14 In his critique of Kant,
Hegel argues that only objective ethics—the customs, practices, traditions,
and institutions of the community—can give determinate content to formal
principles. Philosophy that attempts to transcend its time is both absurd
and dangerous, and Sittlichkeit is Hegel’s solution to the arbitrariness and
subjectivity of “fancy.”15 While Hegel’s Sittlichkeit derives practical wisdom
from the objective ethics of World History, Rorty’s ethnocentrism draws on
the particular culture of the “rich North Atlantic democracies” (ORT, 198).
Rorty’s ethnocentrism lacks the grand sense of historical finality of Hegel’s
philosophy, but it functions in nearly the same way. Their common convic-
tion is that standards for ethical action can be derived only from norms in-
ternal to the existing community. Rorty agrees with the postmodern insight
that philosophy is an ideological reflection of its particular community, but
once again Rorty goes further in turning that ethnocentrism into a positive
ideal. Rorty, who refers to his use of this term as “misleadingly ambiguous,”
distinguishes his mild ethnocentrism of the bourgeois western intellectual
community from strong ethnocentrism or ethnocentrism as such (15).
What gets Rorty’s ethnocentrism off the hook is the historically contingent
claim that his proposed “we” is a community that is committed to enlarg-
ing its own sense of solidarity. Of course, Rorty merely asserts that this is, in
fact, an accurate description of bourgeois liberals. In any case, however play-
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ful or ironic his deployment of ethnocentrism, Rorty is in full agreement
with Hegel’s attempt to root philosophy in the customs and traditions of the
existing culture.

Rorty’s aim is to demonstrate how postmodern philosophers can 
retain Hegel’s optimism while bypassing his metaphysical absolutism. 
In order to show how Hegel’s optimism might be adapted to a post-
metaphysical context, Rorty turns to the evolutionary biology of Charles
Darwin and the pragmatism of John Dewey. According to Rorty, these
thinkers provide the philosophical tools to view history as progressive
and rational, but without any grand metaphysical synthesis. Rorty does
not see history as aiming at any particular final end. However, it is ab-
solutely crucial to understand that Rorty sees Darwin’s narrative of con-
stant readjustment as a way to view history as progressive nonetheless,
with each advance as “rational” relative to prior steps, just not in any ab-
solute sense. Dewey accepts Darwin’s narrative and applies it to human
society, but without the absolute idealism of Hegel’s theory of history:
“Dewey suggests . . . that we see Darwin as showing us how to naturalize
Hegel—how to have Herderian historicism without Kantian idealism,
how to hold onto a Hegelian narrative of progress while dispensing with
the claim that the real is rational.”16 In other words, Darwin provides
Rorty with the vocabulary with which to be radically optimistic in tone
and Hegelian in method but without any metaphysical assumptions.

To achieve solidarity, Rorty thus argues for reconceiving philosophy as
a practice of “redescription.”17 The dominant tendency in Rorty’s writing
is not to imagine new paradigms but to redescribe the existing world.
Once the move is made to see philosophy as its time held in thought, there
is very little for philosophy to do other than to simply redescribe the world
as it is, albeit in more hopeful terms. In Rorty’s words, the subject matter 
of his philosophy is limited to “our current institutions and practices” 
(CIS, 45). As Rorty writes, “I construe [holding your time in thought] to
mean ‘finding a description of all the things characteristic of your time of
which you most approve, with which you unflinchingly identify . . . a 
description of the end toward which the historical developments which led
up to your time were means’” (55). While radical from a philosophical per-
spective, there is nothing in Rorty’s own political redescriptions to chal-
lenge the dominant paradigms for thinking about citizenship and the
public realm. For Hegel, unity could be established through philosophi-
cal insight into the rationality of history. Rorty’s philosophy, lacking
Hegel’s metaphysics, creates solidarity through rhetorical embellishment.

If philosophy is merely a matter of redescription, it can be made con-
tinuous with or even replaced by poetry. The standard by which philoso-
phy should be assessed is not the extent to which it corresponds with

Redescription as Reconciliation 97



truth, but rather, for Rorty, the extent to which it makes us feel good
about our social world. Thus, for Rorty, literary criticism should be the
sovereign discipline (83). Hegel hoped to afford a state of existential rec-
onciliation to the world through philosophical understanding, while
Rorty attempts a similar feat through language games. The solidarity pro-
duced by Rorty’s postmodern philosophy lacks the metaphysical finality
of true Hegelian philosophy. However, just as Hegel’s art is, as another
form of Absolute Spirit, functionally equivalent to philosophy, for Rorty
philosophy can be reduced to poetry because both are different ways of
redescribing the social world in optimistic terms. What Hegel hoped to
accomplish on behalf of World History, Rorty hopes to accomplish for
the particular culture of Western liberal democracies. Like its Hegelian
predecessor, Rorty’s conception of philosophy rejects radical change in
the objective conditions of social life and in the moral selves of individual
citizens. All philosophy can hope to accomplish is a new way of describ-
ing institutions and practices that already exist.

Paradoxically, Rorty describes his politics in radical terms. Rorty re-
peatedly refers to his political vision as a “utopia.” While limited to re-
description of our time, Rorty’s philosophy retains the power of
selection, picking and choosing which aspects of existing practices and
institutions to emphasize. And Rorty tries to link changes in vocabulary
to real social change: “The method is to redescribe things in new ways,
until you have created a pattern of linguistic behavior which will tempt
the rising generation . . . to look for appropriate forms of nonlinguistic
behavior, for example, the adoption of new scientific equipment or new
social institutions” (9). With a nod to Kuhn’s theory of scientific revolu-
tions, Rorty suggests that his heroes are the revolutionary (as opposed to
“normal”) artist and scientist (60–61).18 Rorty’s identification with revo-
lutionaries may, however, be more a matter of his own self-description
rather than the substantive character of his philosophy. What is “revolu-
tionary” about Rorty’s poet-philosophers is not their ability to imagine
anything new but rather to redefine political conflicts through acts of lin-
guistic fiat such that they no longer seem like conflicts any more. By de-
mystifying philosophy as only its time held in thought, Rorty clears the
way for new vocabularies to emerge, but only those vocabularies that 
redescribe and reinforce current historical trends.

Although Rorty emphatically rejects Hegel’s metaphysical abso-
lutism, to a surprising degree he retains Hegel’s attitude toward tragedy.
Like Hegel, Rorty limits the field of inquiry to existing institutions, and
conceives philosophy in an affirming and legitimating role. Despite
Rorty’s differences from Hegel, for all practical and political purposes,
his conception of philosophy is strikingly similar. But what are the impli-
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cations of Rorty’s Hegelianism for politics and citizenship? What does
Hegel’s philosophy of reconciliation look like when applied to contem-
porary liberalism?

The Politics of Redescription:
Rorty’s Postmodernist Bourgeois Liberalism

Politically, the result of Rorty’s post-Hegelian methodology is his “liberal
ironism,” developed in Contingency, Solidarity, and Irony and restated in
Achieving Our Country. In these works, Rorty, like Fukuyama, essentially af-
firms the tendencies of mainstream American liberalism using the
Hegelian methodology developed in his earlier works. Once divorced
from metaphysical underpinnings, Rorty applies this philosophical
method to the specific historical context of contemporary liberalism
rather than the universal end-state of World History. In a telling passage,
Rorty writes, “I shall call the Hegelian attempt to defend the institutions
and practices of rich North Atlantic democracies . . . ‘postmodernist bour-
geois liberalism’” (ORT, 198). The result is at best a lukewarm attitude to-
ward democratic politics and an individualistic moral psychology in
tension with his own talk about expansive solidarity and mutual sympathy.

Rorty’s redescription of American liberalism rests on two ultimate 
priorities: first, the negative goal of preventing cruelty (especially cruelty
sanctioned by the state); and second, the positive goal of maximizing op-
portunities for individual self-expression.19 Like Fukuyama, Rorty’s account
of liberalism stems not from the traditional emphasis on property and 
material self-interest, but rather its ability to accommodate a range 
of moral and spiritual values. Just as Fukuyama speaks of thymotic self-
assertion and the desire for recognition, Rorty talks about “self-creation,”
“self-realization,” and “striving for perfection.” For these liberal Hegelians—
both of whom are children of the cold war—the problem is that the worst
forms of cruelty seem to occur when the vocabulary of self-creation be-
comes associated with the power of the state, as in fascism or Stalinist com-
munism (again, the straw man of totalitarianism is used to legitimize the
status quo).20 The challenge for liberal politics is, then, to give satisfaction
to individuals’ urges to express their deepest values, but to do so in a way
that neither results in cruelty nor otherwise infringes on the self-expression
of others.

Like Fukuyama’s response to the problem of thymos, Rorty’s solution
is to combine a minimalist public realm with a clearly defined and strictly
protected private realm in which individuals are free to express their
deepest values. As long as self-expression is confined to the private realm,
it cannot begin the slippery slope leading toward public cruelty: “The
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compromise advocated in this book amounts to saying: Privatize the
Nietzschean-Sartrean-Foucauldian attempt at authenticity and purity, in
order to prevent yourself from slipping into a political attitude which will
lead you to think that there is some social goal more important than
avoiding cruelty” (CIS, 65). This compromise leaves individuals free to
pursue their own values and beliefs, so long as they do not use the power
of the state or infringe on the rights of others. Just as Fukuyama speaks of
“domesticated megalothymia” (EH, 337), Rorty’s compromise accepts
forms of self-creation that are privatized and sanitized, just so long as
they are, above all, safe. Rorty would not go so far as to make Fukuyama’s
claim that liberal democracy completely satisfies the human soul, for that
would be too metaphysical. Nevertheless, for both thinkers, the virtue of
liberalism is its ability to guarantee a private realm of largely unrestricted
individual self-creation.

Although Rorty speaks of solidarity, the social bonds he has in mind
are radically minimalist. In Rorty’s liberalism, citizens have no obligation
to one another other than to respect each other’s private space. When
Rorty appeals to solidarity, what he really means is a sense of reconcilia-
tion to the minimal institutions of liberal democracy. As Rorty writes,
“The social glue holding together the ideal liberal society . . . consists in
little more than a consensus that the point of social organization is to let
everybody have a chance at self-creation to the best of his or her abilities,
and that that goal requires, besides peace and wealth, the standard ‘bour-
geois freedoms’” (CIS, 84).21 Again like Fukuyama, Rorty’s view of the
state is entirely compatible with the Lockean contractarian tradition, only
the terms of the contract are shifted from property to self-creation. In
both Lockean liberalism and Rorty’s Hegelian variant, however, the pri-
mary role of the public realm is simply to let its citizens alone to pursue
their private desires: “to equalize opportunities for self-creation and then
leave people alone to use, or neglect, their opportunities” (85). Any
yearnings for a more robust public realm can be expressed only in more
or less idle private conversations. Rorty’s liberal utopia rules out the insti-
tutionalization of ideologies such as Stalinist communism and religious
fundamentalism, but it equally excludes participatory democracy, a
thicker sense of community, and social equality as serious political ideals.

Instead, Rorty refers to his postmodern negativity as reflecting a
broader cultural ethos of “irony.” For Rorty, irony is a state of radical 
self-doubt concerning one’s “final vocabulary,” the language of moral judg-
ment (or “consciousnesses,” in Hegel’s terminology).22 It is a negative atti-
tude that undermines the claims of all potential moral worldviews. Ironists
are opposed to “metaphysicians” who continue the quixotic search for
truth and real essences. Rorty’s postmodern philosophical irony should
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not be confused with tragic irony. For Rorty, irony is really opposed to 
seriousness—a quality that Aristotle found central to tragedy. Instead,
Rorty’s ironists see all final vocabularies as matters of contingent and his-
torically bound redescription. They reject the absolutism of Hegel’s meta-
physics, but they share his comedic narrative of the self-destruction of
flawed worldviews due to their own internal contradictions. Suggesting
something like the cycles of the Phenomenology, Rorty writes, “For us iro-
nists, nothing can serve as a criticism of a final vocabulary save another 
vocabulary; there is no answer to a redescription save a re-re-redescription”
(80). Irony is the functional equivalent of Hegel’s absolute knowledge. 
It lacks Hegel’s sense of metaphysical grounding, but it is a positive end-
state arrived at after a series of philosophical failures.

Rorty’s postmodern culture of irony supports his political liberalism.
Rorty’s claim is that, though liberal political theory may have its histori-
cal origin in metaphysical moral philosophy, it is now better supported
by a culture of philosophical ironism. As Rorty puts it, irony “takes natu-
rally” to liberalism (74). Seriousness about one’s final vocabulary is what
risks turning philosophy into ideology and becoming a justification for
cruelty. Instead of searching for a serious basis for political morality,
Rorty instead embraces “disenchantment” and “light-mindedness” as po-
litical virtues (ORT, 193–94). Rorty’s citizens then take to negative “josh-
ing” so that all final vocabularies are made to look equally ridiculous.
Lacking any sense of moral seriousness, Rorty’s citizens are incapable of
using philosophy as a justification for cruelty.

At the same time, however, Rorty’s ironists are incapable of any kind
of morality, including those that would support robustly democratic poli-
tics. In contrast to the deliberative qualities of the tragic emotions, Rorty’s
postmodern ironism leaves little room for serious moral thought. In con-
trast to Haemon’s agonizing deliberation both on his own and with
others, Rorty’s citizens do not seem to have or need any capacity for seri-
ous moral deliberation whatsoever. As Sheldon Wolin writes, “The self is
not construed by Rorty in heavy terms such as decision or commitment,
much less by obligations or by concern/care; and even less is it con-
strained by them.”23 Serious moral concerns simply do not fit into Rorty’s
vocabulary of ironic light-mindedness. One of Rorty’s favorite analogies is
between philosophy and theology; in his view, both are dangerous and ar-
tificial constraints that provide few benefits, but risk serving as ideological
bases for public cruelty. Seeing no meaningful distinction between
philosophies that provide the “backup” for totalitarianism and those that
cultivate a sense of genuine citizenship, Rorty’s strategy is to undermine
the seriousness of philosophy—and, with it, morality—altogether. Taking
no values seriously, Rorty’s citizens lack the basis to do harm, but so, too,
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do they lack the ability to incorporate a sense of justice, responsibility, or
mutual sympathy into ethical deliberation. Rorty thus gives no serious at-
tention to how citizens might benefit from internal ethical deliberation,
let alone from public conversations with others.

Despite his appeals to solidarity and mutual sympathy between citi-
zens, Rorty’s political theory thus has less in common with active citizen-
ship than one might expect. Rorty’s individualism is deeply at odds with
Haemon’s “warm-blooded” capacity for sympathetic identification, and
with Aristotle’s other-regarding ethos. Rorty’s conception of citizenship
makes few demands of individuals. Although he speaks of expansive sol-
idarity, sympathy, and imaginative identification with suffering, these all
become matters of private self-creation. Rorty adopts the standard liberal
view of the aim of liberal society as “letting its citizens be as privatistic, ‘ir-
rationalist,’ and aestheticist as they please so long as they do it on their
own time” (CIS, xiv). More robust notions of citizenship are simply arbi-
trary choices that citizens might make, lacking any serious moral basis.
Rorty’s appeal to self-creation rather than property might appear to shift
the ultimate basis of liberal citizenship to nonmaterial goods, but the
pursuit of wealth is a possible form of self-creation. Rorty never seriously
questions the extent to which such modes of self-creation are part of a
larger system of inequality and exploitation, nor does he consider the
long-term social and political consequences of unconstrained private
self-creation.24 Defending liberalism in terms of self-expression makes
Rorty’s citizens into Nietzschean rather than Lockean individualists, but
they are individualists nonetheless. As a result, Rorty’s vocabulary of self-
creation is perfectly at home in a culture of individualism, materialism,
and consumerism.

Rorty’s conception of philosophy, the historical triumph of liberal-
ism, and Rorty’s own resdescription of this tradition, result in at best am-
bivalence toward democratic politics. Rorty has little to say about public
participation, reducing the gap between elites and citizens, or social
equality. Instead, he praises the institutions of liberalism and the checks
and balances that preserve the standard bourgeois freedoms from the
dangers of democratic politics. The depth of Rorty’s hostility toward de-
mocracy can be seen most clearly in his Achieving Our Country and his cri-
tique of what he calls the “cultural Left.” As opposed to the “reformist
Left” of the Progessive Era and the New Deal, the cultural Left is the rad-
ical and revolutionary coalition that emerged in the 1960s during the
Vietnam War. Rorty accuses the cultural Left of having created un-
achievable political ideals, including participatory democracy and social
democracy, or what Rorty refers to pejoratively as “the end of capitalism”
(AOC, 102). Rather than remaining content with redescriptive political

102 Tragedy and Citizenship



philosophy, this, in turn, results in a willfully self-imposed alienation
from mainstream politics. Rorty’s solution is to give up on alternative
conceptions of democratic politics, to remain content with piecemeal
tinkering with the status quo, and to limit philosophy to the redescrip-
tion of mainstream liberalism in more optimistic terms.

Perhaps the most telling sign of the antidemocratic character of
Rorty’s work is that his contempt for democracy leads to his (to my knowl-
edge) only explicit break with Dewey.25 In general, Rorty praises Dewey for
his ability to combine an optimistic view of politics with a radically post-
modern view of philosophy. Rather than Dewey’s calls for a political
strengthening American democracy, Rorty regards the philosophical re-
construction of a “deabsolutized” Hegel as his mentor’s true achieve-
ment.26 However, when it comes to politics, Rorty breaks from Dewey. It is
no accident that this break comes in Achieving Our Country, which is, of
Rorty’s works, the most focused on politics. As much as Rorty refers to
Dewey as his philosophical hero, Rorty has no patience for Dewey’s mo-
ments of sympathy with democratic politics. In a brief but crucial passage,
Rorty writes, “Even someone like me, whose admiration for John Dewey is
almost unlimited, cannot take seriously his defense of participatory de-
mocracy against Walter Lippman’s insistence on the need for expertise”
(AOC, 104). While Rorty has nothing but praise for Dewey’s philosophy,
his politics are another matter. As Rorty admits in his essay on Dewey’s
debts to Hegel, “So I shall be describing what Dewey might have said, and
in my view should have said, rather than what he did say.”27 Rorty claims
to more faithfully apply Dewey’s Hegelian optimism than does Dewey him-
self. If Dewey deabsolutizes Hegel, Rorty de-democratizes Dewey. What
these passages show is that Rorty is fully conscious of the tension between
Hegelian philosophy and democratic politics. When faced with a choice
between the two, Rorty opts for Hegel, even when that requires “joshing”
his own philosophical mentor. As a result, Rorty is unapologetic in his use
of redescription to affirm mainstream liberal values and to moderate aspi-
rations toward a strengthening and renewal of American democracy.

Rorty’s appeals to solidarity, utopianism, and democratic renewal are
therefore at best incoherent and possibly empty. Rorty’s talk of solidar-
ity is in tension with his affirmation of liberal individualism and its view
of individuals as naturally self-interested and isolated from one another.
When Rorty appeals to “solidarity,” he has in mind not so much mutual
sympathy between fellow citizens as a willfully created identification with
existing institutions and traditions. Seen in light of Hegel’s attitude to-
ward tragedy, one finds that the only “social glue” Rorty considers possi-
ble or desirable is a consensus that the minimalist state is in everyone’s
interests of individual self-creation. Similarly, the conventional nature of
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Rorty’s redescription of existing institutions fails to connect with his rad-
ical and utopian rhetoric. Rorty’s politics are rhetorically improved over
the status quo, but are institutionally unchanged. Finally, Rorty speaks of
abandoning traditional philosophy in the name of democratic renewal,
but there is little that is particularly democratic about his political rec-
ommendations. Rorty does not expect that this renewal will improve tra-
ditional democratic goods such as citizen participation, the quality of
discourse, or social equality. Instead, Rorty’s democracy is fully compati-
ble with Lippman’s rule of experts, a form of government that is typically
regarded as aristocratic rather than democratic. Richard Shusterman
makes the case that these aspects of Rorty’s politics are a product of their
time, and I would add only that this is exactly what one should expect
from Rorty’s Hegelian philosophy of redescription.28

Rorty’s political writings are, then, little more than a positive re-
description of American liberalism. Despite important philosophical
breaks from the metaphysical tradition, for practical purposes, Rorty’s
conception of philosophy is functionally equivalent to Hegel’s. Philoso-
phy is a tool for helping citizens feel better about their social world. For
Rorty, reconciliation lacks any metaphysical basis or absolute finality. It is
a matter of poetic redescription rather than genuinely philosophical un-
derstanding. Despite this difference, Rorty’s philosophy reflects the same
attitude toward tragedy, and poses the same problems for active citizen-
ship, as Hegel’s philosophy. In this way, Rorty, like Fukuyama, can be un-
derstood in the tradition of Hegelian liberalism. To slightly rephrase
Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach, the post-Hegelian philosophies of Fukuyama
and Rorty attempt neither to understand the world (that would be too
metaphysical), nor to change it (too utopian and ideological), but simply
to redescribe it.
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Chapter 5

John Rawls and Hegelian
Political Philosophy

THE PREVIOUS CHAPTER identified the political theories of Francis
Fukuyama and Richard Rorty as exemplars of a trend toward Hegelian lib-
eralism in contemporary political theory. The minimalist conception of cit-
izenship implicit in these theories reflects at least in part a Hegelian
attitude toward tragedy and reconciliation. These thinkers reject Hegel’s
metaphysics, but apply his philosophical approach to the optimistic re-
description of contemporary liberalism. This chapter argues that Rorty
and Fukuyama are not isolated thinkers, but rather part of a larger pattern.
To make this case, I consider the philosophy of John Rawls and especially
his turn toward “political” philosophy in his later works.1 Although Rawls is
far from Rorty and Fukuyama on the political and philosophical spec-
trums, in terms of their attitudes toward tragedy and citizenship, they 
reflect a single consensus and a turn toward Hegelian liberalism.

Rawls would at first glance seem to be a strange figure to associate
with either Hegel himself or with postmodern Hegelians like Richard
Rorty. Rawls does not refer directly to Hegel as he develops this concep-
tion of political philosophy. Rawls makes no metaphysical claims about
Absolute Spirit or an End of History. Instead, Rawls identifies his philos-
ophy with the social contract tradition of Locke, Rousseau, and especially
Kant—the very tradition that Hegel criticized as especially abstract and
prone to subjectivity. Rawls even considers it a virtue of his early work
that it “generalizes and carries to a higher degree of abstraction the fa-
miliar theory of the social contract” (TJ, §3, 11). Politically, Rawls identi-
fies himself throughout his works with the liberal tradition, of which
Hegel is generally regarded as at best a sympathetic critic. As a result, the
literature has largely failed to see Hegel as a formative influence on
Rawls.2 Rawls’s reputation as an abstract and analytic thinker would also
appear to make for a counterintuitive comparison to Rorty. Rawls’s 
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“vocabulary” is logical, analytical, and principled, while Rorty’s is literary,
ironic, and iconoclastic. And indeed, as one would expect, Rorty criti-
cizes A Theory of Justice as an example of traditional pre-Hegelian philos-
ophy. Rorty argues, in very much Hegelian terms, that Rawls’s early work
was too abstract and therefore beyond the bounds of good redescriptive
political theory (ORT, 30–34).

Despite the surface incompatibility of Rawls’s philosophy and both
Hegel and contemporary post-Hegelians, this chapter argues that these
works form a surprising consensus. Rawls’s later works propose a new
conception of “political” philosophy, as opposed to the abstract, a priori
reasoning of A Theory of Justice. This turn leads Rawls to a conception of
philosophy that is strikingly similar in form to Hegel’s philosophy of rec-
onciliation, and in content to Rorty’s redescription of contemporary lib-
eralism. First, Rawls’s “political” conception of philosophy contains
important parallels to Hegel’s philosophy of reconciliation to the social
world. Like Hegel, the later Rawls reflects an optimistic worldview that as-
sumes that conflict is self-dissolving and that reconciliation is immanent
in established institutions. Second, in light of Rawls’s account of Hegel,
the Hegelian themes in Rawls’s mature philosophy are not just parallel
coincidences but rather are consciously and substantively indebted to
Hegel. Finally, Rorty is largely correct to see in Rawls’s later works an ex-
ample of redescriptive philosophy, in the Hegelian tradition. For Rawls,
as much as for Rorty, the role of philosophy is not to provide a theory of
active citizenship, but rather to affirm the existing institutions of con-
temporary liberalism. Although Rawls rejects Hegel’s metaphysics, his
later works reflect the Hegelian attitude toward tragedy and an incoher-
ent view of democracy.

Rawl’s “Political” Turn and Hegel’s
Philosophy of Reconciliation

John Rawls’s later works, beginning with the article, “Justice as Fairness,”
and culminating in Political Liberalism, reflect a shift in emphasis to what he
describes as “political” philosophy. This new conception of political philos-
ophy is developed as a contrast to “metaphysical” modes of philosophizing.
Rawls develops this new conception of philosophy after admitting that the
moral philosophy of A Theory of Justice is an “unrealistic idea” (PL, xviii).
What makes this mode of philosophizing political in Rawls’s peculiar sense
of the term is that “it tries to draw solely upon basic intuitive ideas that are
embedded in the political institutions of a constitutional democratic regime
and the public traditions of their interpretation” ( JAF, 225). In contrast to
the speculative and metaphysical excesses critics identified in his early work,
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the later Rawls works within a conception of political philosophy limited to
spelling out the principles behind existing institutions and universally ac-
cepted traditions, albeit with philosophical rigor and clarity. This new shift
in emphasis enables Rawls to answer communitarians and others who have
criticized his tendency toward abstraction and deontology (including those
who have done so from Hegelian perspectives).3 What are the political im-
plications of Rawls’s new conception of philosophy? To answer this ques-
tion, one must recognize the parallels to Hegel’s philosophy.

To begin to understand possible influences Hegel may have had on
Rawls, I turn to Rawls’s lectures on Hegel (LHMP, 329–71). Admittedly,
the intent of these lectures poses difficulties for their interpretation. These
lectures may not have been for publication, and, as instructional works,
they do not claim to present Rawls’s own authentic assessments of the
thinkers he considers. As Rawls writes, “I always tried to do two things es-
pecially. One was to pose their problems as they themselves saw them . . .
The second . . . was to present each writer’s thought in what I took to be
its strongest form” (xvi). Despite these difficulties, these lectures on Hegel
are revealing and can be useful in understanding Rawls’s own philosophy.
What Rawls takes to be the “strongest form” of Hegel’s thought is indica-
tive of his own philosophy. Moreover, this description of Hegel’s philoso-
phy in fact contains striking similarities to the conception of philosophy
underlying Rawls’s later work.

To present Hegel’s philosophy in its strongest form, Rawls, like Rorty,
first moves to separate Hegel’s metaphysics from his real legacy. For the
later Rawls, Hegel’s belief in an Absolute Spirit is too pre-postmodern to
take seriously. As for Rorty (and to some extent Fukuyama), Hegel’s real
importance for Rawls has little to do with Absolute Spirit and the state as
der Gang Gottes durch die Welt. Instead, as Rawls writes, “I believe that most
of his moral and political philosophy can stand on its own” (330). While
rejecting its metaphysical absolutism, Rawls is interested in the form, func-
tion, and character of Hegel’s conception of philosophy.

In particular, Rawls finds Hegel’s turn toward philosophy appealing
as a form of reconciliation. Rawls does not discuss Hegel’s attitude to-
ward tragedy, but he turns to Hegel to better understand reconciliation,
with all of its implications for politics and philosophy. Rawls frames his
lectures on Hegel with a discussion of this important concept. Versöhnung
is, for Rawls, the key to understanding the distinctive contribution of
Hegel’s philosophy. As Rawls writes:

The term “reconciliation”—the German Versöhnung—fits here be-
cause Hegel thinks that the most appropriate scheme of institu-
tions for the expression of freedom already exists. It stands before
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our eyes. The task of philosophy, especially political philosophy, is
to comprehend this scheme in thought. And once we do this,
Hegel thinks, we will become reconciled to our social world. (331,
emphasis in original)

According to Rawls’s Hegel, previous modes of philosophy from Plato to
Kant have stressed moralistic and utopian speculation, resulting in feel-
ings of existential alienation: “For when we contemplate an ideal social
world, we are likely to dwell on our real social world’s shortcomings and
then to criticize or condemn it” (334). In contrast to previous concep-
tions of philosophy, Rawls sees Hegel’s primary contribution to Western
intellectual culture as providing a new approach in which inquiry is lim-
ited to the principles behind existing institutions, practices, and tradi-
tions. For Hegel, Rawls argues, the role of philosophy is to provide an
understanding that the existing world is rational. Rawls goes on to con-
trast this Hegelian project of reconciliation with its Marxist variant, in
which reconciliation is achieved by an actual transformation of the ob-
jective social world. For Hegel, reconciliation is achieved by intellectual
willpower alone. Rawls does not explicitly say that his own philosophy is
also reconciliatory in these terms, but it is worth noting that in the previ-
ous quotation, Rawls emphasizes the word “political”—just as he does in
his turn toward “political” liberalism and justice as “political, not meta-
physical” in his later works.

To carry out this reconciliatory project, Rawls reads Hegel as adopting
a retrospective methodology. This rules out idealistic inquiry. It aims to
“convince us not to fix our thinking and reflection on an ideal social
world” (334). As Rawls paraphrases Hegel’s well-known definition, philos-
ophy therefore “grasps” or “expresses” the world in thought (331–32).
Hegelian political philosophy is unique in that it proceeds backward, start-
ing with existing institutions and traditions and thinking retrospectively to
uncover what is universal and rational. The result is a philosophical
methodology in which history is now central: “we need a philosophical ac-
count of that world, and eventually a philosophical conception of the
world as a whole, including a philosophy of history” (334). Rawls does not
explicitly say that he himself embraces this philosophical method. And it
may seem counterintuitive to think of Rawls as describing his own concep-
tion of philosophy, since Rawls has been accused many times of exactly the
same kinds of abstract and universalistic tendencies to which Hegel’s phi-
losophy reacts. Nevertheless, Rawls considers the philosophy of history to
be central to the “strongest form” of Hegel’s thought.

Finally, Rawls sees Hegel’s philosophical aims and methods resulting
in an affirmation of Sittlichkeit. Rawls describes Sittlichkeit as a “distinctively
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institutional idea of ethical life” (330). Hegel’s turn to objective ethics is
the outcome of his philosophical methodology and a solution to the prob-
lem of reconciliation. As Rawls quotes Hegel, “Ethical life is accordingly
the concept of freedom which has become the existing world and the na-
ture of self-consciousness” (PR, §142). Hegel’s turn to objective ethics,
Rawls grants, has the effect of excluding from philosophical inquiry ab-
stract and utopian ideals, the same kind of thinking of which Hegel ac-
cuses Kant, and Rawls’s early work has been accused by his critics. By
basing practical wisdom in the objective world, Rawls’s Hegel maintains
that Sittlichkeit provides a sense of specificity and concreteness that has
been lacking in the moralistic tradition of philosophy. And by rooting eth-
ical inquiry in the existing world, philosophy is, after previous epochs of
alienation, finally able to provide a sense of existential homecoming.

Interestingly, Hegel’s conception of Sittlichkeit is one instance in
which Rawls does draw an explicit comparison to his own work. In the
concluding section on Hegel’s relationship to the political theory of lib-
eralism, Rawls turns to Hegel to show that “deep social rootedness” is not
incompatible with liberalism. Rather, Rawls suggests that liberalism re-
quires a “public political culture” that is functionally analogous to
Hegel’s objective ethics: “A Theory of Justice follows Hegel in this respect
when it takes the basic structure of society as the first subject of justice.
People start as rooted in society and the first principles of justice they se-
lect are to apply to the basic structure” (LHMP, 366). This claim may
seem strange to those who are accustomed to criticizing Rawls’s concep-
tion of the individual on Hegelian or communitarian grounds.4 How-
ever, Rawls’s inclusion of the idea of objective ethics in this “strongest
form” of Hegelian philosophy may help explain how the supposedly ab-
stract universalism of A Theory of Justice results in a political theory that is
so similar to the practices and institutions of his own particular culture.

I will leave open the question of whether the Hegelian tendencies of
Rawls’s later works apply to A Theory of Justice.5 Rawls does not spell out
the potential tension between this conception of philosophy, which starts
from the existing culture, and his previous work, which begins with the
Original Position. But whereas the Original Position is at least a poten-
tially radical philosophical tool, the “political” conception of philosophy
underlying his later works is critically limited and mediated by existing
practices and institutions. Indeed, Rawls frames the turn to the new
mode of philosophy in his later works in very much Hegelian terms, as a
moderation and adjustment of his Kantian ideal to the reality of the con-
temporary social world.

Rawls’s lectures thus offer a relatively conventional and unsurprising
account of Hegel’s philosophy. The real surprise in these lectures has
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less to do with his reading of Hegel than with the indication that there
may be some overlap with his own position. At the very least, Rawls does
not give any indication that his position is in any way radically different
from the conception of philosophy he attributes to Hegel. Rawls notably
does not offer a defense of Kant, the philosopher with whom he is usually
associated, against Hegel’s attacks, though these lectures would have
been an opportunity to do so. In any case, despite the ambiguity inherent
in the instructional purpose of these lectures, the lectures are suggestive
of parallels between the Hegelian conception of philosophy and Rawls’s
own works. I now turn to Rawls’s later works to show that these parallels
indeed exist, and they help to explain the relatively modest conception
of citizenship they offer.

Reconciliation by Public Reason:
Rawls’s Objective Ethics

Rawls does not explicitly discuss tragedy and its implications for politics,
but he incorporates the elements of the philosophy of reconciliation that
reflect Hegel’s distinctive optimistic narrative. For Rawls’s later work, the
essential problem of “political” philosophy is what he calls the “reason-
able pluralism” of modern liberal societies. All such societies allow for a
plurality of “comprehensive doctrines”: conceptions of the good life
rooted in particular religious, moral, and philosophical views.6 Rawls is
seeking a resolution for pluralistic conflict that is concrete and grounded
in existing institutions. As Rawls describes it, Political Liberalism considers
how the moral philosophy of A Theory of Justice can be “adjusted to the
fact of reasonable pluralism” (PL, xxxviii). It is a moderation of his ear-
lier work so that the more radical theory can, in Hegelian terms, be rec-
onciled with the social world. The aim of political philosophy is to find
an “overlapping consensus,” a shared basis of agreement on the basic
structure of political institutions beneath the surface appearance of dif-
ference between the various competing comprehensive doctrines. Plu-
ralism is for Rawls, then, what “conflict” is to Hegel: the critical problem
in social and political life, but one that can be overcome by philosophy
once the world is seen in a new light. What Hegel saw occurring in wars
of the spirit throughout history, Rawls sees in the civil society of present-
day liberal democracy. Despite their differences, both thinkers confront
a similar fundamental problem: the conflict between competing moral
and religious worldviews. Rawls’s overlapping consensus is compatible
with a radically pluralistic civil society, and is therefore more minimalist
than Hegel’s unitary state. However, Rawls has the same optimism that
the overlapping consensus is immanent within the structure of the exist-

110 Tragedy and Citizenship



ing society, and that the immanent consensus is enough to resolve the
problems arising from the fact of pluralism.

Although Rawls does not explicitly draw on Hegel in these works, his
solutions to these problems at times use the term “reconciliation.”7 For
example, Rawls speaks of “reconciliation by public reason” (lx). Sound-
ing very much Hegelian, Rawls rejects alternative conceptions of philos-
ophy that would suggest “withdrawal from society and the world” (45).
Instead, Rawls proposes to engage philosophy in the world and to build
on customs, practices, and institutions that already exist. He acknowl-
edges that public reason cannot overcome all conflicts between compre-
hensive doctrines in a pluralistic society. Nevertheless, one might say that
Rawlsian philosophy is intended to afford a sense of reconciliation, both
to the existing public political culture and between the various groups
within it. It does so not by radically transforming conceptions of citizen-
ship, but by understanding existing institutions in a new way that will be
more appealing from the perspective of competing religions and world-
views that appear to be in conflict. Public reason shows that the institu-
tions of liberalism are, in Hegelian terminology, immanent in the
worldviews that appear to be in conflict. Just as Hegel was confident that
a latent rationality could be found beneath the appearance of conflict in
World History, Rawls’s turn to “political” philosophy reflects a pro-
foundly optimistic faith that an overlapping consensus exists in the plu-
ralistic polity and is simply waiting to be discovered by philosophy. Rawls
does not speak in Hegel’s terms of grand spiritual homecoming, but he
is trying to understand the existing public political culture (and the over-
lapping consensus within it) in a way in which all citizens can feel “at
home” despite the diversity of their religious and philosophical views.

Like Hegel, Rawlsian political philosophy is therefore limited to re-
flective understanding within existing traditions. The difficulty is that
philosophy cannot and should not “coerce” agreement to itself (45). It
must respect existing beliefs and must justify itself immanently by finding
some latent core of universal agreement internal to the conflicting
worldviews. As Rawls writes, “we apply the principle of toleration to phi-
losophy itself: the public conception of justice is to be political, not meta-
physical” ( JAF, 223). What defines “political” philosophy in Rawls’s later
works, then, is that it starts with existing beliefs and adjusts itself to them.
Philosophy then works out the implications of what citizens already know
to be true. Here is how Rawls describes the process:

How might political philosophy find a shared basis for settling such
a fundamental question as that of the most appropriate family of
institutions to secure democratic liberty and equality? Perhaps the
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most that can be done is to narrow the range of disagreement. We
collect such settled convictions as the belief in religious toleration
and the rejection of slavery and try to organize the basic ideas and
principles inherent in these convictions into a coherent political
conception of justice . . . We start, then, by looking to the public
culture itself as the shared fund of implicitly recognized basic ideas
and principles. We hope to formulate these ideas and principles
clearly enough to be combined into a political conception of jus-
tice congenial to our most firmly held convictions. We express this
by saying that a political conception of justice, to be acceptable,
must accord with our considered convictions, at all levels of gener-
ality, on due reflection, or what I have called elsewhere “reflective
equilibrium.” (8)

Rather than abstract speculation, Rawls begins with basic intuitions that
have, at least in principle, already been expressed in the public culture.
The assumption is that at least from the widest macro-level perspective,
the social world contains within itself the basis for reconciliation, and the
role of philosophy is to discover it.

To be sure, Rawlsian political philosophy is not purely passive in this
regard. The purpose of philosophy is to understand existing comprehen-
sive doctrines, but to do so in a new way. It identifies a common core of
agreement that is not immediately apparent, and thereby produces an
overlapping consensus. In Rawls’s terms, political philosophy, as opposed
to moral philosophy or philosophy as such, makes explicit the potential
basis for agreement that was implicit; it gives a greater sense of “organiza-
tion,” consciousness, and clarity to overlaps between existing traditions
and beliefs. Rawls’s reconciliatory elements are admittedly complex. He is
arguing for reconciliation neither to each and every existing institution,
nor with every existing comprehensive doctrine. Nevertheless, for Rawls,
like Hegel and the contemporary post-Hegelians, the existing public po-
litical culture constitutes a critical limit on philosophical inquiry. Politi-
cal philosophy may offer a new perspective on or understanding of the
objective world, but it does not aim at radically transforming it. Within
these limits Rawls accomplishes a great deal; perhaps as much as Hegel or
any other figure in the history of the discipline. Nevertheless, as it was for
Hegel, political philosophy in Rawls’s sense is critically limited.

Rawls maintains that for “political” philosophy, the ultimate founda-
tion from which theoretical inquiry proceeds is not metaphysical but
rather the “public culture” (or, as he later defines it, the “public politi-
cal culture”).8 This is a theme that recurs throughout his later work.
Though Rawls’s philosophical devices such as the original position and

112 Tragedy and Citizenship



the veil of ignorance are, indeed, abstractions, his claim is that they build
on basic intuitions embedded in practices, customs, and traditions that
are already present in our everyday political life. Elements of the public
political culture include such things has historical founding documents,
judicial decisions, and other traditions of interpretation “intelligible to
the educated common sense of citizens generally” (13–14). Hegel would
classify this approach to philosophy as a form of “objective ethics.”9 The
public political culture is, like Hegel’s Sittlichkeit, thus “objective” in that
it already exists and (according to Rawls) is universally recognized and
understood. Again, Rawls’s conception of political philosophy may “work
out” the underlying principles of the existing culture in a new way, or
cause them to be seen from a new perspective. When at his best, Rawls
uses philosophy to most fully realize the potential of the principles that
we already believe, albeit in a subconscious form. But like Hegel’s politi-
cal philosophy, Rawls’s later work does not aim at a radical transforma-
tion of political institutions or the moral powers of citizens.

The turn taken in Rawls’s later works thus contains all the core ele-
ments of Hegel’s philosophy of reconciliation. Although Rawls never dis-
cusses the attitude toward tragedy that is implicit in this approach, he
incorporates Hegel’s optimism that reconciliation is immanent within the
conflict of apparently contradictory worldviews and can be achieved
within the context of existing institutions. While Rawls’s general concep-
tion of the aims, methods, and scope of political philosophy thus contains
strong parallels with Hegel’s, it makes no attempt to apply them to an Ab-
solute or final stage of history. Rather, the Hegelian aspects of Rawls’s phi-
losophy are adapted to the particular historical context of contemporary
liberal democracy in the Anglo-American tradition, with no greater claim
to universality or metaphysical finality. Within this context, Rawls’s appli-
cation of Hegel’s philosophy of reconciliation remains well within the
mainstream of the liberal tradition, including its ambiguity toward demo-
cratic politics. In his lectures, Rawls interprets Hegel politically as a “mod-
erately progressive, reform-minded liberal” (LHMP, 330). As can be seen
is Rawls’s approach to the role of citizenship in democracy, this is an ap-
propriate description of Rawls’s own politics. Like the other contempo-
rary liberal Hegelians considered in this book, Rawls’s Hegelian attitude
toward tragedy reinforces a minimalist conception of liberal citizenship
and acts as a limiting force on participatory democracy.

Implications for Citizenship

When Hegel’s reconciliatory project is applied to the contemporary
world of Anglo-American liberalism, Rawls accepts the “fact” of pluralism
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and, with it, deep division in civil society. The key virtue of Rawlsian citi-
zenship is toleration. If citizens can agree to let one another alone, Rawls
is more or less content.10 While tolerance is obviously a critical precon-
dition to any political society, for Rawls, “political” philosophy must re-
main neutral (i.e., silent) on any further obligations of citizenship. As
optimistic as Rawls is about the potential to discover a minimal overlap-
ping consensus, he is radically pessimistic about the potential for
“thicker” or more robust forms of agreement: “a continued shared un-
derstanding on one comprehensive religious, philosophical, or moral
doctrine,” Rawls asserts, “can be maintained only by the oppressive use of
state power.” Rawls refers to this hypothesis as the “fact of oppression”
(PL, 37). Rejecting the ideal of shared understanding, Rawls’s only aim,
then, is to find a minimal overlapping consensus in which conflicting
groups agree to sublimate their differences into the private realm. Just as
Rorty and Fukuyama want the urges toward self-creation and thymos, re-
spectively, contained within a protected private sphere, so too with
Rawls’s comprehensive doctrines.

Democratic politics is, in Rawls’s theory, simply one among any num-
ber of competing comprehensive doctrines. Choices between such doc-
trines are a private matter, about which political philosophy (in Rawls’s
distinct sense) must remain neutral. Rawls therefore rejects Aristotelian
theories of participatory democracy (what he refers to as “civic human-
ism”) on the grounds that they elevate the political life above other com-
peting conceptions of the good life: “It is a return to giving a central
place to what Constant called the ‘liberties of the ancients’ and has all
the defects of that” (206).11 Rawls has “no fundamental opposition” to
what he calls “classical republicanism,” which, as distinct from civic hu-
manism, values political participation only insofar as it may tend to pro-
tect individual freedom.12 However, that he does not oppose such a case
for participatory politics is hardly an endorsement, and Rawls never goes
out of the way to show that participation has such liberal effects.

Rawls’s citizens do not have the same outright hostility toward the
tragic political qualities as do Rorty’s ironists and Fukuyama’s last men. Al-
though Rawlsian citizens require only a minimal commitment to the core
liberal priorities of toleration and individual freedom, their commitment
is at least serious and sincere. Nevertheless, the tragic qualities of citizen-
ship are not of particular interest to Rawls. So concerned about the slip-
pery slope between values and ideologies, Rawlsian political philosophy
must remain neutral on the desirability of qualities of citizenship that may
push the boundaries of the existing overlapping consensus. Rawls is thus
not particularly concerned to cultivate the heightened sense of injustice
and suffering. He speaks of a “sense of justice,” but by this he means only
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a willingness to “comply” with basic liberal institutions—not an openness
to fundamental moral transformation (35). The expansive sense of mu-
tual sympathetic identification brought on by tragic pity and the radical
self-doubt inspired by tragic fear are absent from Rawls’s account of citi-
zenship. Such qualities would, in Rawls’s view, risk imposing a specific
conception of the good life. Moreover, unless such qualities could be
drawn from sources within the existing culture, they also risk producing
a state of alienation rather than reconciliation. While Rawls may not have
an active hostility toward the civic virtues associated with the tragic emo-
tions, they nevertheless tend to fall outside the jurisdiction of his concep-
tion of “political” philosophy.

Several of Rawls’s categories may suggest a certain affinity with the
tragic emotions and the politics of active citizenship. Indeed, Rawlsian
categories such as public reason have been appealing to contemporary
theorists of deliberative democracy. Upon closer analysis, however, to the
extent that Rawls appeals to deliberative and participatory conceptions
of citizenship, he does so in relatively minimalist ways. Public reason, for
example, notably requires citizens to reason from what they take to be
the perspectives of others on matters concerning public goods. Surely
this is a precondition of robustly democratic politics. But, as Rawls 
describes it, public reason is an intellectual virtue and a virtue of individ-
uals rather than communities. For Rawls, the “ideal of democratic citi-
zenship” is public reason—not public participation (216–20). Public
reason is a faculty of individuals, a particular kind of reasoning in which
citizens frame their positions in terms that are acceptable to those af-
firming different comprehensive doctrines.13 It requires sincere com-
mitment to reason from what one thinks to be the public perspective, but
it does not require any actual collective practice in public life.

Rawls’s exemplar for public reasoning is thus not the participant in
the town meeting or the Athenian polis but rather the Supreme Court jus-
tice (231). While the Court performs valuable functions in a democracy,
with its unelected judges, secret deliberations, and legalistic reasoning, it
is not itself a democratic institution. It was conceived, in the theory of the
Federalist, as one of the many checks on the demos in order to protect it
from its own excesses. As Wolin comments in his discussion of Rawls, the
Supreme Court is “perhaps the American constitution’s most undemoc-
ratic, least publicly accountable, and most subtly politicized institution.”14

Rawls’s philosopher, while nominally “political,” never has to make
Haemon’s venture out into the polis. As a result, public reason never
achieves the benefits of what Tocqueville refers to as the “power of associ-
ation,” the potential for a political transformation to occur when citizens
meet in common.15 Though Rawls’s individuals are sincere and serious in
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their public-spiritedness, they are not, in the Aristotelian sense, zoon poli-
tikon. Rawls does not fully embrace the idea of deliberative democracy so
much as colonize it for the purposes of mainstream liberalism.

Similarly, the idea of an overlapping consensus may at first seem ap-
pealing from a democratic perspective. Any public deliberation obviously
aims at some form of agreement that did not exist previously. Further, the
way Rawls defines overlapping consensus in moral terms is particularly ap-
pealing. Rather than a modus vivendi reached from the self-interested per-
spectives of each participant, Rawlsian consensus must be acceptable from
the perspective of every reasonable comprehensive doctrine. It thus, 
according to Rawls, achieves “stability for the right reasons.”16 Though
Rawlsian “political” philosophy aims at a consensus genuinely achieved in
moral terms, however, it does so without transformative aspirations. Like
Hegelian political philosophy generally, Rawls’s political liberalism is lim-
ited to reflection on existing beliefs and traditions. At no time, therefore,
does Rawls speak of the possibility of mutual persuasion concerning citi-
zens’ fundamental moral worldviews. Instead, the overlapping consensus
must be based on beliefs the citizens already have in common. Rather
than a new morality that is created through practices of real public con-
versation, the overlapping consensus, like public reason, is framed as
something that already exists, and requires only discovery by political phi-
losophy. In a liberal society marked by the “fact of pluralism,” this means
that the overlapping consensus is likely to be relatively minimalist in its
content, limited to an agreement between groups of conflicted world-
views to leave one another alone.17

As an exemplar of American Hegelianism, Rawls’s work is perhaps the
clearest and most coherent statement of core liberal values. Rawls’s phi-
losophy makes the best possible case that such values are in the universal
interests of all major groups in a pluralistic society. Indeed, this may ex-
plain why Rawls has had such wide appeal. Nevertheless, as a contemporary
Hegelian, Rawls, as much as Rorty, limits the use of his distinctive skills and
linguistic tools to creating a sense of legitimacy in the existing state. As a re-
sult, despite glimpses of democratic potential, Rawls’s conception of “po-
litical” philosophy never veers far from the mainstream of American
politics. As a legitimizing philosophy, Rawls’s methods and categories are
not so good at explaining the unintended social and political conse-
quences of American liberalism. Satisfied with having overcome the prob-
lem of pluralism, Rawls simply does not discuss other pressing problems in
American political life, such as social inequality, the decline of civil society,
apathy and cynicism, and the impoverishment of moral and political dis-
course. And, in Hegelian fashion, Rawls’s methodology excludes from in-
quiry any alternative theories of democratic political institutions and
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conceptions of citizenship for fear that they might risk creating a sense of
alienation rather than reconciliation.

According to the conventional view of Rawls’s later work, the turn to
political rather than metaphysical liberalism is an answer to “communitar-
ian” criticisms of his early philosophy.18 Rawls’s conception of political phi-
losophy is very much “situated” and “encumbered” in the social world.
However, I find it more productive to understand Rawls’s turn to the core
values embedded in already-existing traditions and institutions as a recon-
ciliation not with communitarianism, but rather with institutional politics.
Particularly in his later writings, Rawls does not borrow the communitarian
aspects of Hegel, such as his critique of atomistic individualism and his so-
cial conception of selfhood. Rather, Rawls takes from Hegel the project of
understanding the potential reconciliation that is embedded and imma-
nent in the established institutions of the concrete social world. Rawls is in-
terested in customs and traditions not so much to establish a sense of
fraternal unity, but rather to show that liberalism has an “objective” basis.
Rawls’s liberalism has already been achieved, at least in principle; all phi-
losophy needs to do is better explain what has already occurred. Any fur-
ther aspirations Rawls sees as at least unrealistic and possibly dangerous.

In light of the Hegelian tendencies of his thought, Rawls’s view of de-
mocracy turns out to be rather incoherent. Rather than “democracy,”
Rawls most often describes his political philosophy using the label of “lib-
eralism.” However, Rawls often refers to democracy throughout his work,
shifting to this language more or less seamlessly from his appeals to liber-
alism. Rawls defines liberalism as having a conception of justice that spec-
ifies individual liberties, places a priority on those liberties, and assures all
citizens the opportunity to exercise their liberties (PL, xlviii; LHMP,
330n). However, liberalism has no necessary connection to democracy.
Rawls’s definition does not address traditional democratic goods such as
citizen participation, popular sovereignty, social capital, and social equal-
ity. Although not necessarily opposed to democracy, liberalism places no
priority on the values associated with participatory democracy or even
democratic theory broadly understood. It is in principle perfectly com-
patible with the institutionalization of politics and the exclusion of citi-
zens from the public realm. Liberalism is perfectly content to resolve
conflict through the protection of pluralism within the private realm com-
bined with the dispersal of power in the public realm. Both techniques
are institutional solutions to the problem of conflict. Rawls refers to his
liberalism as democratic, but there is little that is specifically or substan-
tively democratic about his philosophy.

Despite important differences from Hegel and each other, Rorty and
Rawls turn out to reflect a single consensus within contemporary political
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theory. In fact, Rorty remarks that he considers a great virtue of Rawls’s
later work that it has more in common with Hegel than did A Theory of Jus-
tice.19 Rorty actually welcomes the objection that Rawls merely mimics the
present state of American liberalism, for that is precisely the intention of
redescriptive philosophy. As it turns out, Rorty’s conception of democracy
is more indebted to Rawls than it is to Dewey. In a telling footnote, Rorty
writes: “On my view, the frequent remark that Rawls’ rational choosers
look remarkably like twentieth-century American liberals is perfectly just,
but not a criticism of Rawls. It is merely a frank recognition of the ethno-
centrism which is essential to serious, nonfantastical, thought” (ORT, 30n).
While Rawls might not agree entirely with this characterization of his work,
he has never (to my knowledge) tried to refute this objection, even though
it has been made repeatedly. In any case, both Rorty and Rawls reject meta-
physical absolutism, but incorporate the optimistic attitude of Hegel’s 
philosophy. Although they do not predict anything like the grand sub-
stantive unity of the Hegelian state, they are radically optimistic about the
prospects for a minimal reconciliation to emerge within the institutional
politics of contemporary liberalism. Moreover, they are optimistic that this
minimal reconciliation will be substantial enough to resolve moral and 
political conflict without the participation of active citizens.
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Chapter 6

Judith Butler’s
Postmodern Antigone

JUDITH BUTLER IS one of the most influential voices in contemporary 
political theory, best known for her rejection of foundationalist ap-
proaches to the construction of sexuality and gender identity.1 Rather
than Butler’s theory of gender, however, I am primarily concerned with
the status of democracy in her work. Words and phrases such as “democ-
racy,” “the public,” and “civic engagement” have gained popularity in con-
temporary political theory. These words, however, are rarely emphasized
in Butler’s notorious lexicon. Instead, Butler’s political vocabulary stresses
“subversion” and “contestation.” Rather than constructive and coopera-
tive engagement across differences, this rhetoric suggests a politics of neg-
ative and antagonistic resistance to hostile forces. It suggests a view of the
wider public beyond the queer community as hopelessly heteronormative
and oppressive of minority perspectives. Drawing on the combination of
postmodern feminism and radically democratic politics of thinkers such
as Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Butler has referred to the “radi-
cal democratic impetus of feminist politics.”2 However, she does not fully
develop this notion. Rather, Butler uses radical democracy interchange-
ably with contestation, in the passage just cited and throughout her work.
The extent to which Butler is interested in engaged, broad-based, partici-
patory democratic politics is rather ambiguous.

The implications of Butler’s language of subversion and contestation
for democratic politics therefore demands closer scrutiny. What does
Butlerian politics look like? Does it resemble anything like Haemon’s
ideal of active citizenship? This chapter attempts to answer these ques-
tions. When Butler’s Antigone’s Claim is read against the democratic ideals
of Greek tragedy and Hegel’s philosophy of reconciliation, Butler can be
better understood as a liberal Hegelian rather than a radical democrat.
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Careful attention to Butler’s appropriations of tragedy and parody can
help explain the absence of democratic politics in her work.

Judith Butler might at first glance seem to be an unorthodox figure
to associate with Hegel’s philosophy and contemporary post-Hegelians
rather than with Greek tragedy and active citizenship. Butler is much too
negative and postmetaphysical to explicitly embrace anything like
Hegel’s philosophy of reconciliation as the “foundation” of her liberal-
ism. And her philosophy is opposed to many of the categories Hegel is
most commonly associated with: Absolute Spirit, the state, and the uni-
versal subject, to name a few. Butler appears to be deeply appreciative of
Greek tragedy, as evidenced by Antigone’s Claim, and her novel reading of
the play develops in large part as a response to Hegel’s theory of tragedy.
Hegel has been one of the primary interlocutors throughout her work,
beginning with her Subjects of Desire, a book that identifies and criticizes
traces of Hegel in French theory from Kojeve to Foucault. Additionally,
Butler also appears to share little with the other thinkers I have identified
as liberal Hegelians. As an influential voice in queer studies—a move-
ment understood by both its proponents and its critics as representing
the interests of radical outsiders—Butler speaks to a much different au-
dience than Rawls and Rorty do. Her thoroughgoing postmodernism
contrasts to Rawls’s penchant for metaphysical systems, while her repu-
tation for relentless cynicism is at odds with Rorty’s bourgeois optimism.
And she has never been friendly to the political theory of liberalism, a
tradition that has been associated with modern ideals of natural rights
and corresponding claims of universal metaphysical foundations. Butler
therefore seems to be an ideal ally in the attempt to reconnect contem-
porary democratic politics with the spirit of Greek tragedy.

On closer inspection, however, Hegel’s dialectical thinking and opti-
mistic worldview resurface as critical components of Butler’s thought. De-
spite important breaks from Hegel, when seen through the lens of tragedy,
Butler’s political theory should be understood as a Hegelian philosophy of
reconciliation with an incoherent view of democracy. My argument begins
by drawing attention to the negativity of Butler’s politics of parody in order
to explain the emphasis on subversion and contestation rather than con-
structive civic engagement. I then show that Butler reconciles her negative
politics with her hope for radical democracy through a Hegelian optimism
that reconciliation is immanent in the internal incoherence and logical
contradictions of heteronormativity. Finally, I assess Butler’s politics
through a discussion of Antigone’s Claim. Although Butler provides an in-
novative understanding of Antigone, she ultimately presents an incoherent
view of democracy as the dialectical self-destruction of the “law” of hetero-
normativity rather than the collective actions of citizens.
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Feminist Genealogy
and the Politics of Parody

Before inquiring into the democratic potential of Butler’s politics of par-
ody, I should first place her political strategy in the context of her larger
aims and philosophical worldview. Politically speaking, Butler is one of
the most influential figures in feminist theory for providing the theoret-
ical tools to broaden the “category of women” and address the exclusion
of previously marginalized groups. Butler’s philosophy voices the con-
cerns of the most radical of outsiders, the groups that have a common in-
terest in subverting patriarchy, but that have been excluded in the
attempt to represent women as having a unified, coherent, discrete, sta-
ble common identity. Butler has challenged feminism to become a radi-
cally open-ended movement, allowing for ongoing internal subversion,
contestation, and self-questioning. Butler frames her (post)metaphysical
inquiry with the political ideal she has in mind:

This antifoundationalist approach to coalitional politics as-
sumes neither that ‘identity’ is a premise nor that the shape or
meaning of a coalitional assemblage can be known prior to its
achievement . . . An open coalition, then, will affirm identities
that are alternatively instituted and relinquished according to
the purposes at hand; it will be an open assemblage that permits
of multiple convergences and divergences without obedience to
a normative telos of definitional closure. (GT, 15–16)

A central piece of Butler’s political agenda is her belief that feminism
cannot and should not come up with an alternative “true” or all-inclusive
concept of identity, one that would accommodate groups that had been
previously excluded. Rather, Butler’s contention is that any discrete set
of particular interests, conceived as “given” and universal to women, will
inevitably exclude and fail to address the interests of those without
power. As Butler writes: “‘[I]dentity’ as a point of departure can never
hold as the solidifying ground of a feminist political movement. Identity
categories are never merely descriptive, but are always normative and as
such exclusionary . . . I would argue that the rifts among women . . .
ought to be safeguarded and prized, indeed, that this constant rifting
ought to be affirmed as the ungrounded ground of feminist theory.”3 For
Butler, the current task of feminism is to reconstitute itself as a move-
ment without, in her terminology, a “subject.”

In this context, the role of philosophy is to unmask foundationalist
approaches to identity. Armed with a genealogical method derived from
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thinkers such as Nietzsche and Foucault, Butler’s work is essentially a
philosophical assault on concepts of identity as they have historically
evolved through the traditions of Western political thought, psychoanaly-
sis, and feminist theory.4 Her work is, in her own words, a “feminist ge-
nealogy of the category of ‘women’” (GT, 5).5 In every attempt to define
a category of woman—whether as the basis for oppression or as the sub-
ject of a progressive movement—Butler finds a hidden exclusion that re-
flects the interests of a particular group. Even the most well-meaning and
sophisticated feminist theory has unconsciously incorporated founda-
tionalist ways of thinking about gender, for example, in attempts to
ground feminist ethics in gendered experiences such as maternity and les-
bian sexuality.6 In these cases, Butler finds that well-intentioned chal-
lenges to patriarchy serve to reinforce exclusive and foundationalist
conceptions of feminine identity, ultimately undermining the interests of
the larger movement. To put the narrative of Butler’s feminist genealogy
another way: premodern politics is based on partial and hierarchical con-
ceptions of identity; modern politics is based on misguided conceptions
of a common, all-inclusive identity (the “universal subject”); postmoder-
nity rejects identity altogether as a stable basis for making political claims.7

Butler’s genealogical inquiry leads deeper and deeper into the meta-
physics of identity, culminating in her core teachings: first, there is no
hard and fast distinction between biological sex and socially constructed
gender, but rather both gender and sexuality are both inseparable from
power; second, gender is neither something one “is,” nor a result of a
preexisting, underlying “cause,” but is rather “performative,” constructed
in the process of action; and third, political-philosophical concepts that
claim to be neutral, emancipatory, all-inclusive, or universal, can be
shown genealogically to reflect the interests of privileged groups. These
insights all serve to undermine the plausibility of any kind of universal
subject or category of women to serve as the basis of solidarity in the fem-
inist movement, or for politics generally.

Until Antigone’s Claim, Butler’s political recommendations have
drawn not on Greek tragedy, but rather on the much different aesthetic
tradition of parody. Butler concludes Gender Trouble with an account of
parody as the exemplary aesthetic for poststructuralist feminist politics
and the subversion of gender identity (GT, 137–49). Butler has advo-
cated two gender-subversive forms of parody in particular: drag perfor-
mance in Gender Trouble, and the redeployment of hate speech (as in the
use of the word “queer”) in Excitable Speech.8 If gender and sexuality are
all performativity—“all the way down,” in Rorty’s words—the only choice
is whether to perform identity seriously or parodically, and Butler opts
for the latter.
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With the larger dimensions of Butler’s political and philosophical
project in mind, one can understand why parody has such a strong affin-
ity with Butler’s feminist genealogy. Parody is imitation performed with
some change so as to produce a comic effect.9 Parody in general is well
suited to postmodernity; indeed, it has been identified as the paradig-
matic postmodern art.10 It is decentering and destablilizing, ideal for un-
settling established categories, norms, and distinctions, conventionally
held to be “real.” As an exaggerated performance, parody calls attention
to the ways in which our identities are performed and constructed in our
everyday lives. Exaggerating and satirizing the artificial aspects of iden-
tity, parodic drag and speech acts encourage their audiences to take their
identities less seriously, to think of differences and hierarchies as less sta-
tic, real, grounded, natural, and metaphysically meaningful. Butler’s
feminist genealogy exposes the hidden, performative exclusions in the
history of Western philosophy. Feminist parody exposes the same phe-
nomena in the realm of everyday life and culture. Butler does not claim
that campy drag and queer jive can positively empower an all-inclusive
feminist public, but they can negatively undermine the disempowering
artifices responsible for heteronormativity and artificial gender identi-
ties. Parody is the first step in the subversion of identity, and the transi-
tion to postmodernity.

Parody is, in short, the perfect aesthetic strategy for the cultivation of
something like Rorty’s ironic attitude as applied to the politics of gender.
This is surprising, because Butler and Rorty at first glance could not be
more different. In contrast to Rorty’s unapologetically bourgeois and
even Right-leaning postmodernism, Butler attempts to represent the in-
terests of the most radical outsiders. She has become a central figure in
what Rorty refers to derisively as the “cultural” or “Foucaultian” Left.11

Despite these differences, Butler’s subversive parody has much in com-
mon politically and aesthetically with Rorty’s “joshing” strategy. As I have
argued, Rorty is concerned that political-philosophical concepts are
taken too seriously. Any claim to metaphysical truth or reality risks turn-
ing into an ideology backed up by force. Rorty argues that the best way to
prevent claims to truth from leading to cruelty is not to come up with an
enlarged, universal truth, but rather to make fun of truth in general. For
Rorty, a culture that is incapable of taking “final vocabularies” seriously
will be boring and mediocre, but it will be safe. Ideologies like capitalism
and communism will be seen as jokes, not ideals worth fighting about.
Philosophical joshing is the perfect aesthetic tool for this purpose as it
pokes fun at established theories without running the danger that an al-
ternative theory will be taken seriously. Although Butler is concerned
more with the subtle normative force of heteronormativity than she is
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with physical cruelty, she is similarly concerned to prevent conceptions of
gender identity—even and especially those of feminists—from becoming
hierarchical and exclusive. Butlerian parody, with all its satire and exag-
geration, aims not at a true or more inclusive account of gender identity,
but rather at calling into question the reality of gender as a whole. Butler
is aware that parody is not inherently progressive, that it can be used in
hateful ways just as easily as in subversive ones.12 But all parody has the
beneficial effect of undermining seriousness. As long as gender cannot
make any serious claim to metaphysical truth, no group will be able to
use any particular conception of gender identity for oppressive purposes.
Through parody, Butler hopes to transcend the politics of identity,
broadening the feminist movement through the negative work of sub-
verting and contesting previous exclusions. Parody thus makes perfect
sense from a theoretical perspective that sees all claims to truth as politi-
cally dangerous and metaphysically false. It is ideally suited both to the
subversion of identity politics and to Rorty’s ironic poetics. But to what
extent is Butlerian politics democratic?

The negative quality of parody helps to explain the ambiguous status
of active citizenship in Butler’s politics. Butler’s language of “subversion”
and “contestation” is reactive, predicated on the prior existence of dom-
inant forces that need to be negated.13 Similarly, parody takes its cues
from dominant approaches to identity, then undermines them by exag-
gerating them. Parody neither expresses a “true” liberated self, nor does
it create a true or better alternative to the objects it imitates. Instead, 
it engages in never-ending process of ongoing critique (including self-
critique), a practice that is perfectly suited to the contestatory process
that Butler envisions. The beauty of parody, from a postmodern per-
spective, is that it can subvert the hierarchies and exclusions of estab-
lished categories, without providing new opportunities for reification 
or co-option. Parody is the perfect art for such a postmodern politics, 
hyperaware of and ever-resistant to the omnipresence of power.

Butler speaks of transforming the feminist movement into an “open
coalition.” However, Butler defines this approach negatively, in terms of
undermining previous exclusive conceptions of solidarity rather than con-
structing new ones. Butler has argued that a sense of feminist (and per-
haps public) identity based in “contingent foundations” can provide a
limited, pragmatic sense of solidarity without leading to further exclu-
sions.14 However, the vast majority of her philosophical project has been
concerned with undermining solidarity rather than reconstructing it. The
negativity of parody reflects this concern, for better or for worse. Butler
writes as if the positive impulse toward solidarity can be taken for
granted—that what is really necessary is ongoing critique. However, as we
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have seen reflected in the works of Fukuyama, Rorty, and Rawls, in the
world of postmodern liberalism, this assumption is extremely problematic.

Butler, too, is relatively silent on what this open coalition will actually
do once it takes shape. She is highly ambiguous on the kinds of collective
actions or public policies that might emerge from a self-parodying femi-
nist movement. Butler has consistently opposed feminist efforts to work
through the state.15 For example, Butler urges feminists to avoid the
question of same-sex marriage, for fear of giving legitimacy to the state
recognition of marriage in general. Butler is concerned that by legit-
imizing marriage, the recognition of same-sex marriage could unwit-
tingly reify the exclusions of heteronormativity: “What does this do to the
community of the nonmarried, the single, the divorced, the uninter-
ested, the nonmonogamous, and how does the sexual field become re-
duced, in its very legibility, once we extend marriage as a norm?”16

Instead, Butler suggests that feminists refuse to engage the terms of the
debate and instead focus on the more radical project of undermining
marriage and heteronormativity as a whole. Rather than extend the ben-
efits of marriage to excluded groups, Butler’s implicit strategy is to deny
the benefits of marriage to everyone.

The most tangible good that Butler discusses is the “proliferation” of
“gender configurations” beyond the restrictive options available under
heternormativity (GT, 146). Surely this is a valid goal, and, indeed, an im-
portant precondition for the queer community to engage in democratic
politics. Marginalized groups and individuals deserve to feel safe and com-
fortable with their identities. Yet this goal could be satisfied in complete
isolation from the public realm. The performative expression of queer
identities (and the ongoing parody of heteronormativity) is perfectly com-
patible with a highly privatized liberal society.17 Indeed, in terms of larger
institutional questions, there is very little that is actually radical in Butler’s
politics. Her goals would be adequately served with Rorty’s prescriptions
of “peace and wealth” and the “standard bourgeois freedoms”—as long as
the protection of the private realm was applied fairly to queer groups.18

Butler displays concern more with making these groups safe from 
the state than with cultivating citizen participation in social change. 
Diversity—including the diversity of gender and sexual identity—can be a
public good.19 But diversity only works as a public good if it leads back to
political engagement, thereby capturing the distinctive contributions of
different groups and individuals. These steps tend to fall out of Butler’s
politics of parody. Butler does not say so, but she appears to be making
the same move as Rorty, Rawls, and Fukuyama—to accept weakened com-
mitments to the public realm in exchange for greater comfort and secu-
rity in the private realm.
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The absence of public engagement in Butler’s politics makes sense,
however, when seen in the context of her feminist genealogy. Butler’s
critique of the feminist subject applies equally to the subject of citizen-
driven politics, that is, the public. Constructive political theory must
leave room for cooperation between straight and gay, men and women,
across their differences. However, just as Butler is suspect of claims to the
solidarity of women, the ideas of the public or the public good would be
even more suspect and subject to genealogical scrutiny. The public is,
after all, a concept that claims to be universally inclusive. Butler’s logic
suggests that she would be highly skeptical that genuinely broad-based
cooperative association could be achieved without the exclusion and
domination of others. Participation in a broad-based cooperative associ-
ation would, from Butler’s perspective, sound hopelessly bourgeois,
biased toward moderate interests at the expense of radicalism and mar-
ginalized groups.20 Although Butler might approve of active engagement
in “micro-publics” of outsider communities, her theory suggests a com-
bative stance toward broader forms of engagement. Butler does not ex-
plicitly extend her critique of gender to the public realm as a whole.
However, since equal inclusion in a reconstructed public realm cannot
be taken seriously as a political ideal, Butler at least implicitly recom-
mends undermining the public realm altogether, and retreating into the
private. In the context of her negative rhetoric, the public is something
to be subverted and contested rather than expanded and reconstructed.

The central feature of the genealogical method is, of course, its at-
tention to power. At least since Nietzsche, it has been inconceivable to
think of universal norms completely free from the will to power of some
individual group. As Butler writes, “[I]f there is a point, and a fine point,
to what I perhaps better understand as poststructuralism, it is that power
pervades the very conceptual apparatus that seeks to negotiate its
terms.”21 Indeed, Butler’s work has contributed an important under-
standing of the workings of power, and the hidden exclusions and hier-
archies that power creates, even in the discourse of emancipation. As
previous critics have noted, despite a keen sensitivity to the multiplicities
within the category of women, Butler tends to think in larger binaries to a
surprising degree.22 Perhaps the fundamental opposition in her thought,
however, is a simplistic dichotomy between power and subversion.

Power has also been a defining feature of the liberal tradition. The lib-
eral tradition has always been opposed to the consolidation of power, in-
cluding the democratic deployment of power. Liberalism prefers complex
institutional structures at the expense of democratic engagement. This is,
of course, Madison’s position in the famous Federalist 51.23 From a demo-
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cratic perspective, the extreme suspicion of power is highly problematic.
Against this view, participatory democracy requires that citizens be em-
powered to make meaningful decisions and take collective action. In his
critique of consumerism, Benjamin Barber has recently argued that the de-
cline of “public” freedom is due to the triumph of “private freedom”
rooted in an excessive fear of power. As a result, the mistake of contempo-
rary liberalism is to overlook possibilities for the democratic use of power:
“Where once this [private] notion of liberty challenged corrupt power,
today it undermines democratically constituted power.”24

Butler’s radical resistance to power is problematic in precisely the
same terms. This pervasiveness of power is what requires, for Butler, a
politics of ongoing subversion, contestation, and resistance, rather than
engagement and reconstruction. Recent feminist theory has shown, in
Butler’s view, that one ought to fear taking power as much as being dom-
inated by it. Therefore, Butler is implicitly just as cynical of progressive
and democratic uses of power, just as she is of patriarchal and hege-
monic power. Drawing on Foucault’s rejection of “global” theory and
politics, Butler proposes an endless negativism, allowing for only piece-
meal acts of “local” subversion:

The critical task for feminism is not to establish a point of view
outside of constructed identities . . . a position that deploys pre-
cisely the imperialist strategies that feminism ought to criticize.
The critical task is, rather, to locate strategies of subversive repe-
tition enabled by those constructions, to affirm local possibilities
of intervention through participating in precisely those practices
of repetition that constitute identity and, therefore present the
immanent possibility of contesting them. (GT, 147)

Ironically, Butler’s view of power is so theoretically radical that it leads
her reject political radicalism. For Butler, “democratically constituted
power” is, if not an oxymoron, at best an impossibility.

To the extent that one can speak of “ideals” in Butler’s philosophy, her
implicit political ideal turns out to be another version of postmodern liber-
alism. Although Butler calls for genuinely radical diversity in the realms of
personal identity and sexual politics, her politics requires little that is struc-
turally different from the institutions and practices of mainstream Ameri-
can liberalism. Consistent with the liberalism of Rorty and Rawls, the
politics of parody dispenses with the metaphysics of natural rights and the
“universal subject,” but it retains the priorities of individual expression and
self-creation, and it is suspicious of public engagement. For all its negativity,
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how does Butler’s politics of parody reflect a Hegelian attitude toward
tragedy and reconciliation? And how might Butler’s Hegelianism further
limit her theory’s potential contribution to democratic politics?

Dialectics without Politics:
A Phenomenology of Gender?

A common criticism of Butler’s theory (and Foucaultian theory generally)
is that it is overly “pessimistic.” It overstates the omnipotence of hetero-
normativity and forecloses possibilities for agency that actually already
exist. Indeed, to this point, I may have reinforced this view by bringing at-
tention to Butler’s approach to power and the negativity of her politics.
Although these aspects of her thought are important, I also want to call at-
tention to an optimistic side of her thought. Despite her belief in the
ubiquity of power and the futility of constructive politics, Butler believes
that a radical future is possible, perhaps even inevitable. Butler concludes
that a bright future could result from the politics of parody: “If identities
were no longer fixed . . . a new configuration of politics would surely
emerge from the ruins of the old” (GT, 149). One might be tempted to
dismiss such passages as rhetorical flourish, designed to make the reader
feel a little bit better about accepting the implications of a radically pes-
simistic worldview. In my view, however, Butler’s optimism is genuine.
How is it possible to reconcile Butler’s utopian language with a worldview
that rejects the possibility of emancipatory politics? The solution to this
paradox can be grasped by understanding Butler’s debts to Hegel. Butler
dispenses with Hegel’s teleology and his Absolute subject at the End of
History.25 Yet the success of Butlerian politics hinges on a peculiar kind of
Hegelian optimism. Butler’s politics of relentless negativity works on the
assumption that, like the “subjects” of Hegel’s Phenomenology, heteronor-
mative gender is internally contradictory and inherently unstable. The ex-
clusions and hierarchies of gender cannot be defeated, but they can be
understood as defeating themselves.

To see how this works, one must return to Hegel’s Phenomenology. As
we have seen, the reason that Hegel can be so confident in the triumph
of Absolute Spirit is that all previous worldviews (“subjects,” in Butler’s
terminology) have been self-dissolving. Every world-historical form of
consciousness in Hegel’s narrative—hedonism, Stoicism, mastery and
slavery, moralistic lawgiving, one-sided attachment to the family and the
state—eventually arrives at, in Kojeve’s words, an “existential impasse.”26

According to the logic of Hegel’s dialectic, every historical worldview pos-
sesses its own inconsistencies and contradictions, defeating itself from
within and ushering in a new stage of consciousness: receiving recogni-
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tion from no one better than a slave, the master becomes dissatisfied; the
slave’s work, initially compelled by the master, leads inevitably toward
self-consciousness. The Phenomenology exposes a series of existential con-
tradictions that collapse out of their own futility. In each case, the di-
alectic moves forward, not through some external, emancipatory force,
but rather through its own internal logic.

Judith Butler’s books follow a surprisingly similar pattern, so much
so that I am tempted to understand her work as an extension of Hegel’s
project: a phenomenology of gender. Instead of Plato, and Kant, Butler
interrogates Foucault, Lacan, and Wittig. And she is interested in ques-
tions of gender, kinship, and sexuality, rather than political institutions
and world religions. But Butler’s logic follows a strikingly Hegelian pat-
tern. For example, Butler deliberately structures Subjects of Desire as an ex-
tension of the Phenomenology, continuing the narrative of the Hegelian
“traveler” as French philosophy tries and fails to establish a coherent
sense of selfhood based in the rationality of desire (SD, xix). Gender Trou-
ble, too, follows a similar structure: a series of approaches to gender iden-
tity try and fail to establish themselves, leading to the ultimate dissolution
of the category of women. Whether feminism is based in the experience
of motherhood or lesbian sexuality, Butler shows that any concept of
gender identity can become exclusive and counterproductive. Like
Hegel, through each stage Butler is adept at thinking “internally,” show-
ing how false gender ideals, metaphysical systems, and kinship structures
have evolved in the world of experience. Throughout her works, she
starts by laying out a seemingly coherent worldview; presses its logic for-
ward, exploring its deepest metaphysical implications; and pulls the rug
out from under her audience, revealing a set of hidden false assumptions
and self-defeating internal contradictions.

The Hegelian quality of Butler’s logic is crucial to her unlikely opti-
mism. Butler, perhaps anticipating the objections of her critics, is con-
cerned to provide a space for feminist agency in her theory, all the while
maintaining her commitment to a worldview that sees all action as con-
strained by power. Her solution is an “immanent” logic that pushes the di-
alectic forward.27 For example, Butler argues that kinship structures and
conceptions of gender identity falter due to incoherence and incom-
pleteness in their own terms. To make this case, Butler draws on the Fou-
caultian distinction between the “juridical” and “productive” powers of
the “law” of heteronormativity (GT, 2). When the law operates through ju-
ridical power, it negatively regulates and represses undesirable behavior;
that is, through punishment. However, the law also, according to Butler
(drawing on Foucault), produces all sorts of unintended consequences.
At times, this productive power leads to the dissolution of the law, or at
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least enables its subversion.28 Hegel’s master compels the slave to work,
leading to the slave’s own self-consciousness; Foucault’s discipline pro-
duces criminality. Similarly, for Butler, the law of heteronormativity iron-
ically produces the gender configurations it seeks to prohibit, for the act
of prohibition confirms the existence of transgressive desires: “[F]or het-
erosexuality to remain intact as a distinct social form, it requires an intelli-
gible conception of homosexuality and also requires the prohibition of
that conception in rendering it culturally intelligible” (GT, 77). For ex-
ample, one could argue that defining marriage as exclusively between a
man and a woman implicitly suggests that marriage could exist between
homosexuals. Butler would say that in this case heteronormative law iron-
ically reinforces homosexuality by giving it additional intelligibility. Sub-
versive identities emerge neither spontaneously nor autonomously, but
rather as products of the heteronormative regime. Heternormativity per-
ishes not from without, but due to its own internal contradictions.

Butler’s Hegelian narrative is not tragic, but comic. The protagonist
is not a good-but-flawed character brought to ruin, but rather a fool we
know to be doomed from the start. Hegelian phenomenology lays out
misguided attempts to find ontological grounding, exaggerates their un-
derlying assumptions, and laughs as they perish from their own inconsis-
tencies. And yet everything turns out for the best, albeit not through the
protagonist’s own doing. This is how Butler describes Hegel’s Phenome-
nology, but she could just as easily be describing her own work:

The subject fails—and we, imaginatively, with him . . . hence, his
demise is revealed again and again as a function of a tragic blind-
ness, although, for Hegel, tragic events are never decisive. There
is little time for grief in the Phenomenology because renewal is al-
ways so close at hand. What seems like tragic blindness turns out
to be more like the comic myopia of Mr. Magoo whose automo-
bile careening through the neighbor’s chicken coop always
seems to land on all four wheels. Like such miraculously resilient
characters of the Saturday morning cartoon, Hegel’s protago-
nists always reassemble themselves, prepare a new scene, enter
the stage armed with a new set of ontological insights—and fail
again . . . Time and again the Phenomenology compels our belief
in an ontological scene, a picture of what the world is like and
where the Absolute can be found, only to reveal that picture fi-
nally as a systematically induced deception . . . Absolute truth in
the Phenomenology is thus something like the dramatic integrity of
a comedy of errors. (SD, 21–23)
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Phenomenology is, in short, an extended exercise in intellectual parody.
By dispensing with Hegel’s Absolute, philosophy becomes, for Butler, all
parody, an ongoing immanent criticism of ontology, with nothing seri-
ous created in the process. Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit ends with the
discovery of the Absolute, while Butler’s ends in the death of the subject,
but their logical and narrative structures are remarkably similar. Kinship,
heteronormativity, and the category of woman are not omnipotent pow-
ers that we are tragically fated to obey; rather, they are cosmic metaphys-
ical jokes that are doomed to play themselves out. This parody reflects
optimism, but of a peculiar and perhaps deceptive sort. The narrative
culminates not so much in emancipation as in the failure of oppression.

Butler thus answers the view that she is overly pessimistic or nihilistic.
From a democratic perspective, however, Butler’s distinctive optimism
does not fully solve the problem of agency. Although heteronormativity
defeats itself, there is little role in this narrative for actual democratic pol-
itics. Although Butler’s “law” falters, her dialectic is driven by its internal
contradictions. Thus, there is no contradiction between the centrality of
power and Butler’s optimism. Power determines everything, just not in
its specific or intended direction. Butler’s poststructuralism is not anti -
structuralism. It never denies the central and determinative quality of
power. Power is multiple, complex, not fully in control of itself, and ulti-
mately self-defeating. But Butler’s quasi-Hegelian narrative suggests a
process that happens on its own, inevitably unfolding due to its own im-
manent logic. Acts of parody can bring the law’s internal contradictions
into focus, but the dissolution occurs willy-nilly. Public engagement be-
comes unnecessary because the process is already happening. Trying to
evince her optimistic attitude, Butler concludes in strikingly Rortyan lan-
guage: “The task here is not to celebrate each and every new possibility
qua possibility, but to redescribe those possibilities that already exist, but
which exist within cultural domains designated as culturally unintelligi-
ble and impossible” (GT, 148–49). As it turns out, Butler is in fact pes-
simistic about the potential for feminist interests to be addressed by
democratic politics. Yet, ironically, she is essentially optimistic that het-
eronormativity will undermine itself.

Indeed, in Butler’s view, public engagement is not only unnecessary,
but also potentially counterproductive. As we have seen, according to
Butler, feminist engagement in the public realm tends to reify power.
Thus, there is no tension, in Butler’s view, between her turn toward
piecemeal negativity and the framing of her politics as radical: if identity
is always self-defeating, and public engagement risks reification, then
piecemeal negativity is, paradoxically, the most radical approach. For the
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passive, apolitical citizen of postmodern liberalism, opposed to cruelty
but ambivalent toward action, this is exactly what one wants to hear. 
Dialectics replaces democratic politics.

But is Butler’s Hegelian faith justified? Are the internal, logical con-
tradictions of heteronormativity enough to doom it to failure? Butler’s
faith in the productive power of the law as opposed to democratic poli-
tics itself requires some problematic hidden political and metaphysical
assumptions. If Butler’s assumptions are incorrect, she risks not only a
misplaced faith in the self-defeating nature of heteronormativity; she
risks overlooking the positive potential for feminist engagement in
democratic politics. In fact, Butler’s reading of the Antigone provides rea-
son to believe that her assumptions are flawed. Antigone’s Claim reveals
the extent to which Butler’s oppositional approach to political theory as
a whole overlooks prospects for genuine engagement in democratic pol-
itics. Butler literally and figuratively fails to listen to Haemon.

Antigone’s Claim and the
Transformation of Citizenship

So far, because Rorty and Rawls did not address Greek tragedy directly,
my story of the democratic ideals of Greek tragedy and the transforma-
tion of citizenship in postmodernity has taken place largely through a se-
ries of indirect parallels and contrasts. This absence in itself may be a
telling indicator; nevertheless, attention to a direct encounter with Greek
tragedy would be a helpful in assessing the “post-tragic” direction of con-
temporary theory. Butler’s Antigone’s Claim provides the opportunity to
complete this story.

Not surprisingly, Butler’s reflections on the play are highly Antigone-
centered. The central question she addresses is what Antigone represents,
and the discussion turns almost entirely on Antigone’s character rather
than on the plot as a whole. In Aristotle’s terms, Butler prioritizes ethos
over mythos.29 Within these bounds, Butler’s discussion of Antigone’s char-
acter is highly original and provocative. Her primary innovation counters
the Hegelian association of Antigone with “kinship”: the private and “fem-
inine” realm of the family and its customs, against the public, masculine,
and rational realm of the state. Complicating Hegel’s view, Butler ob-
serves that, although Antigone claims to represent the family and its cus-
toms, she violates the principle she claims to stand for. Antigone comes
from an incestuous family; she subverts gender norms; and she denies
Haemon “heterosexual closure” (AC, 76). Most important, for Butler, is
the strangely intense relationship between Antigone and Polyneices. For
Butler, Antigone’s stubborn desire to bury her brother reflects a deeper
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desire that borders on nonnormative sexuality. Although Antigone has
long been appropriated by feminists for her challenge to traditional gen-
der roles, Butler’s Antigone is notable for an even deeper challenge: to
the incest taboo, the most fundamental and seemingly universal “law” of
Western culture. For Butler, Antigone does not represent kinship but
rather the transgression of kinship: “Antigone represents not kinship in its
ideal form but its deformation and displacement” (AC, 24). This new ac-
count of Antigone’s character thus alters the terms of conflict: instead of
the law of the state, Antigone asserts herself against the cultural law of kin-
ship (as in Lacanian psychology and structuralist anthropology). Butler’s
aim is to recover Antigone as a kind of emblematic figure for groups that
challenge normative kinship arrangements: gay families, children of di-
vorce, displaced children, networks of AIDS victims, extended families,
and so on. Instead of the traditional family, Antigone stands for those who
challenge the artifices of kinship as constructed by Western philosophy,
psychoanalysis, and culture generally.

Although Butler’s account of Antigone’s character is new and im-
portant, her interpretation is nevertheless prone to the political prob-
lems raised by all Antigone-centered interpretations. The politics that
might be inspired by Butler’s Antigone are highly oppositional, true to
the language of subversion, contestation, and resistance that frames her
work. For Butler, the problem with previous characterizations of
Antigone is not that she has been seen as oppositional, but rather that
her oppositional potential has not been fully realized. Thus, she frames
Antigone’s “claim” as a series of negative challenges to the incest taboo
and the normative laws of kinship, a demonstration of the contradictions
and indeterminacies in the law. By speaking and acting on her desire,
Butler argues, Antigone “exposes the socially contingent character of
kinship” (AC, 6). Butler’s Antigone does not defend an alternative “law”
or sexuality in the place of heteronormativity; rather, her negativity is a
political end in itself. As Butler writes, “Certainly she does not achieve an-
other sexuality, one that is not heterosexuality, but she does seem to de-
institute heterosexuality” (AC, 76). Consistent with the politics of parody,
Butler’s Antigone does not point to anything beyond herself. Once
Antigone asserts her nonheterosexuality, there is no discussion of the
construction of new publics, or new forms of communication and coop-
eration, that might have been undertaken in different circumstances.
There are moments in which Butler hints at a positive vision, but by far
her emphasis is on Antigone’s negative role in destabilizing and defying
the law.30 Butler’s Antigone is a parodist.

In addition to glorifying Antigone’s negativity, Butler at times glosses
over the “positive” aspects of Antigone’s “claim.” Antigone sees herself as
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challenging the law of the state, but her claim, at least, is that, by bury-
ing Polyneices, she is honoring the traditional norms of the family. If
Antigone is really supposed to represent the transgression of kinship,
one would expect Creon to refer to the law of the family. Instead, it 
is Antigone who makes the claim for customary kinship, and Creon 
punishes her for transgressing the law of the state. Antigone refers to the
law of the family as unwritten, eternal, and from an unknown origin
(Ant., 450–59). These aspects of Antigone’s claim fall out of Butler’s ac-
count. To make the case for Antigone’s subversion of kinship, Butler’s 
focuses less on the unwritten law speech, and instead emphasizes the in-
famous incestuous speech in which Antigone says she would not disobey
Creon for anyone but Polyneices (891–926). Butler frames her discus-
sion of the play early on with a lengthy quotation and detailed discussion
of this passage (AC, 9–11). In Butler’s view, the incestuous speech rather
than the appeal to unwritten law is Antigone’s real claim.

To make sense of the unwritten law speech, Butler emphasizes the
“formal” character of Antigone’s law rather than its content. Butler takes
Antigone to be saying that, because they are unwritten, the laws are un-
knowable: “The laws of which she speaks are, strictly speaking, before writ-
ing, not yet registered or registerable at the level of writing. They are not
fully knowable, but the state knows enough about them to oppose them
violently” (39). In this view, Antigone is exposing the socially constructed
character of the laws of kinship, revealing an ultimate “ungroundedness”
despite the appearance of universality (45). Yet this is a step that Antigone
does not take. She never says that the laws are unknowable; rather, she
claims to know them with absolute certainty. As transgressive as Antigone
already is, Butler ascribes to her an additional negativity. Butler makes
Antigone into a sort of unconscious parodist, whose meaning is not de-
rived from the alternative law she proposes but rather from her implicit
transgression of the incest taboo. In addition to raising problems of inter-
pretive accuracy, Butler’s tendency to emphasize the negative in Antigone
is, more seriously, a reflection of her own political negativity.

Butler’s reading of the Antigone attempts to reconcile this negativity
with a kind of optimism. As with the dialectic of Butler’s parodic phe-
nomenology, the assumption seems to be that once the obstacles holding
back the radical future are out of the way, it will evolve on its own. Butler
again speaks of the self-defeating quality of the law and its productive
power. Like the heteronormative law with which it is intertwined, the in-
cest taboo is understood as simultaneously prohibiting and proliferating
incest (66–67). Thus, Butler concludes, “kinship founders on its own
founding laws” (82). The mere existence of transgressive desire seems to
constitute the end of Antigonean politics in itself. Like gender performa-
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tivity, this sort of “politics” could take place without any kind of collective
or cooperative action.

One can see a glimpse of Butler’s apolitical politics from the very be-
ginning of the book. Butler describes being drawn to Antigone because
of the way she is opposed to the state: “I began to read Antigone and her
critics to see if one could make a case for her exemplary status as a femi-
nine figure who defies the state through a powerful set of physical and
linguistic acts” (AC, 2). This motivation speaks volumes about Butler’s
tendencies toward negativity and her resistance to power. Butler goes on
to qualify the opposition of Antigone to the state, but not in the way one
might think: Antigone is still anti-statist in Butler’s view, only she repre-
sents radical kinship rather than the traditional family.31 In this respect,
Butler merely repeats the anti-statism of liberal feminists such as Jean
Bethke Elshtain who have seen in Antigone a model for challenging the
state on behalf of the private realm and the care ethics of the family.32 Al-
though I do not equate active citizenship with participation in the insti-
tutions of the state, Butler’s anti-statism is suggestive of her ambivalence
toward collective action in general. Butler, of course, has a radical vision
of the private realm, as opposed to Elshtain’s traditionalist maternal
ideal, but both are equally ambivalent concerning the possible benefits
of collective action. In Butler’s case, the task of reconstruction is not pol-
itics but autonomous Hegelian dialectics.

Perhaps most problematic, both in political and interpretive terms, 
is the way in which Butler uncritically accepts Antigone’s oppositional
qualities. She seems to take more or less for granted that Antigone is the
tragic hero, ignoring the vast literature since Hegel that sees Antigone as
at least partially culpable. Butler has done much to change the conversa-
tion about the values that Antigone represents—her “claim”—but her dis-
cussion ends there. As a result, for Butler, Antigone’s hetero-subversive
morality seems to stand unproblematically for the overall lesson of 
the play. However, as I have argued, Antigone’s claim is made in the con-
text of other characters, and it ushers in a series of events. Butler’s
Antigone becomes a character study of a subversive personality rather than
a narrative of conflict between characters. The narrative becomes a battle
of inflexible characters instead of a story of conflict and change tragically
cut short.

Focused on a single character and on the politics of negative opposi-
tion instead of cooperation and engagement, Butler is led astray from the
wider action of the play and especially the characters that talk about gen-
uinely democratic values. As I have argued, Haemon—not Antigone—
is the only character to challenge Creon on behalf of the polis and to voice
a democratic approach to politics. Haemon’s politics is not limited to 
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subversion; he tries to practice a positive and coherent form of citizenship.
Not surprisingly, Haemon is almost entirely absent from Butler’s Antigone;
he appears only when being left at the altar (76). In failing to listen to
Haemon, Butler has repeated the mistake of the play’s many interpreters.
But this is not just a problem of interpretive accuracy, it reflects a larger set
of problems with Butler’s politics. If Butler has been overly cynical about
the democratic possibilities in the action and characters of the Antigone, per-
haps she has similarly misjudged the potential of real democratic politics.

Perhaps most important, in Butler’s ethos-centered interpretation,
there is no room for the characters to change and grow over the course of
the plot. Yet one of the most interesting stories in the play, in terms of
both democratic politics and gender dynamics, is Haemon’s growth.
Haemon is, at the end of the play ready to marry Antigone, and he chal-
lenges Creon on her behalf. This is a reversal that comes about in large
part because Haemon is able to expand his sympathetic horizons. Seen
from a democratic, nonoppositional perspective, this is a potentially
groundbreaking story. Here is a son of a king, a straight boy who is able to
experience sympathy and even desire for the most radical of outsiders: a
criminal, a traitor to the state, and a product and practitioner of incest. In
terms of subverting the false opposition between straight and queer iden-
tities, one might go so far as to say that Haemon, not Antigone, is the real
radical. Butler applauds Antigone for refusing “heterosexual closure,” but
their marriage, despite being between a “man” and a “woman,” would
have been between a straight man and an incestuous woman. Haemon’s
desire is at least partially subversive, but the complexity of his heterosexu-
ality falls out of Butler’s narrative, as if heterosexual desire is necessarily
equivalent to heteronormative domination. Although their marriage does
not ultimately take place, Sophocles seems to be suggesting that there are,
in fact, opportunities for kinship that would truly explode the false oppo-
sition between heteronormative and marginalized sexualities. At the very
least, Sophocles presents a serious alternative here, a meaningful concep-
tion of democracy that deserves more than parody.

Butler’s turn away from civic engagement is especially problematic
because civic engagement can potentially advance the interests of women.
Experiences of civic engagement can be a source of empowerment. Here
is how one woman described her experience in community organizing:
“I always thought [politicians and corporate officials] were probably very
shrewd, very wise, had minds like computers—and they don’t. And that
came to me as a kind of a shock and it helped my ego and I wasn’t afraid
to fight them.”33 I do not deny the sexism and heteronormativity of the
public realm, but this does not mean that all public action is inherently
self-defeating. Butler’s failure to listen to Haemon reveals hidden as-
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sumptions about the demos and even an unspoken metaphysics of power.
Perhaps most important, she could be misjudging the potential of a gen-
uinely engaged feminism no longer mired in the language of negativity
and alienation. I would not go so far as to say that Butler reduces the
Antigone to comedy, but her philosophy, like that of Rorty and Rawls, is a
telling indicator of the character of postmodern liberalism. Butler’s
earnest attempt to recover the radical spirit of Greek tragedy never breaks
free of Hegel’s dialectic. Rather than active citizen participation in radical
democracy, Butler sees hope only in exposing the internal contradictions
and immanent self-destruction of the “law.” If the ambiguous status of 
democracy in Butler’s language has its own “productive power,” it could
become self-fulfilling.

Although Butler nominally appeals to radical democracy, the con-
cept of democracy that emerges from her work is empty and incoherent.
Butler offers a bold critique of identity politics, but her theory says very
little about traditional core features of democratic theories, such as the
role of citizen participation or the reform of political institutions. Aside
from negative acts of subversion that accelerate the dialectically in-
evitable destruction of gender identity, Butler is silent on what citizens
might do themselves to contribute to social change. Instead, Butler con-
fuses radical democracy with the immanent self-destruction of the het-
eronormative law. Butler’s poststructuralism allows for the law to change
and undermine itself, and offers an important advance over structuralist
theories that cannot account for social change. However, for Butler,
change occurs primarily through contradictions and indeterminacies in-
ternal to the law itself, not citizen-driven democratic politics. The self-
destruction of heteronormativity could happen independent of active
citizens, in an aristocracy or representative democracy just as well as in a
radical democracy. Without specifying the collective actions that might
be necessary to form her open coalition, there is little that is specifically
democratic about Butler’s political theory.

What would Haemon’s conception of democratic engagement look
like, if applied to feminist politics? A democratic feminism would incorpo-
rate many of Butler’s concerns, but it would frame itself as the construction
of an expanding public, rather than as undermining constraining forms of
solidarity. To return to the question of gay marriage, a democratic femi-
nism would include active citizen engagement in a movement for the ex-
pansion of public benefits toward all-inclusiveness. Rather than attempting
to subvert marriage itself, this could mean expanding health benefits,
parental leave policies, powers of attorney, and even public ceremonies, to
include practitioners of the alternative arrangements Butler discusses. This
would, of course, be a matter for ongoing contestation and expansion, and
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it would be fully compatible with a critical stance toward the discourse of
marriage and its potential for exclusion. However, the goal would be to ac-
commodate all those who seek recognition of their kinship arrangements
from their communities, without simply leaving marriage to the private
realm. Although this kind of feminism might sound naïve from Butler’s
perspective, it is actually more difficult, for it would require the hard work
of politics, not just philosophical dialectics. There is room for parody in
this kind of politics, but parodic subversion would be linked to positive ef-
forts to engage in and reconstitute the public realm. Instead of the Hegel-
ian faith in immanent reconciliation, a genuinely democratic feminism
would be built on a tragic sense of the fragility of collective action.
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Conclusion

Tragedy, Citizenship,
and the Human Condition

SO FAR, THIS study has found that responses to tragedy can have decisive
implications for politics and citizenship. According to one view of
tragedy, conflict is a central and enduring problem of the human condi-
tion. This view of tragedy points toward ongoing and open-ended active
engagement in democratic politics. An important obstacle to this kind of
citizenship is a different approach to tragedy that says that conflict is a
temporary stage in a larger process of reconciliation. This reconciliation
can be achieved independent of active citizenship, by understanding in-
stitutions in a new way and bringing to light their latent rationality.
Hegel’s philosophy marks an important shift toward the politics of rec-
onciliation. This shift is reflected across a broad spectrum of figures
within contemporary political theory, each of whom is led to an incoher-
ent theory of democracy in which conflict has been eliminated and citi-
zens have no need for political engagement. The surprising influence of
and parallels to Hegel’s philosophy in contemporary political theory sug-
gest that the obstacles to the renewal of active citizenship are different
from and deeper than what has been previously understood. At this
point, however, the argument needs to be pushed a step further. I now
turn to the most important questions of this book: How might Greek
tragedy help identify the ultimate moral grounding of democratic poli-
tics? To what extent might Greek tragedy help to establish democracy as
a moral theory?

The notion of a moral basis for politics is highly problematic in con-
temporary theory. The problem of the ultimate grounding of democratic
politics is especially urgent in the context of the post-Nietzschean and post-
metaphysical condition of the contemporary world. Traditional appeals to
Aristotelian teleology, religious ideals, and the natural rights of human be-
ings all seem woefully obsolete.1 At least since Nietzsche’s critique of all

139



moral systems, intellectuals have exposed claims to moral universality as
manifestations of the subjective will to power of particular groups that stand
to benefit from their universalization. In this context, both approaches to
citizenship I have been developing may appear to be essentially groundless,
with the choice between them being more or less arbitrary. The tragic ap-
proach will appeal to democrats interested in cultivating the qualities of cit-
izenship supportive of civic engagement. The politics of reconciliation will
appeal to those who prefer to build solidarity around existing institutions.
Theory appears to be incapable of resolving this impasse in a nonarbitrary
way, while any resolution provided by philosophy would appear to rely 
excessively on metaphysics.

The thinkers under consideration in the last part of this book im-
plicitly agree on the ultimate groundlessness of citizenship. Without
moral grounding, contemporary postmodern Hegelians appeal to exist-
ing institutions to find answers to questions of citizenship. They do so not
because these institutions have any moral weight, but simply because
they exist. They provide the easiest starting point from which to build an
optimistic and practical politics. As I have shown, Rorty admits that his
postmodernist bourgeois liberalism is based on a groundless optimism.
By his own admission, his political theory is nothing more than a re-
description of existing institutions and an expression of the will to power
of contemporary bourgeois liberals. Butler is relentless in her genealogi-
cal critique of all moral systems. She turns to existing structures of gen-
der hierarchy and heteronormativity, and the groundless hope that their
internal contradictions will be self-dissolving. Even Rawls seems to have
given up on his hope to find a moral basis for liberalism. Rawls’s “politi-
cal” (rather than metaphysical) liberalism is grounded in nothing more
than the existing implicit consensus of all reasonable groups.

Even more problematic, the post-Nietzschean condition of contempo-
rary political theory makes the Hegelian approach especially attractive. The
philosophy of reconciliation appears to offer a solution to the problem of
alienation. With political theory unable to provide a sense of moral ground-
ing, these thinkers argue, theory should be assessed not to the degree that
it approximates truth, but rather how much it makes one feel better about
the social world. To the extent that active citizenship is in need of renewal,
the attempt to pursue its moral grounding is, from this perspective, bound
to end in a painful sense of alienation. Instead, if the choice between theo-
ries is ungrounded and more or less arbitrary, according the post-Hegelian
argument, theory should enable citizens to cope with and feel positive
about the world that surrounds them. Rorty’s redescription of American lib-
eralism to provide a sense of “ungrounded hope” is the best example of this
optimistic kind of postmodernism (CP, 203–8). For Rorty, the pursuit 
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of grounding is both futile and potentially harmful, the latter because the
pursuit of abstract truth tends to reinforce a sense of alienation from exist-
ing society. The approach of reconciliatory postmodernism is also reflected
in the works of Rawls, and even in Judith Butler’s political theory. Rawls’s
“political” philosophy attempts to provide a sense of consensus between ap-
parently conflicting groups, grounded in common underlying interests in
the basic principles and institutions of liberalism. And despite her reputa-
tion for cynicism, Butler, too, attempts to overcome alienation by using phi-
losophy to provide an immanent criticism of the self-dissolving law of
heteronormativity. For all these thinkers, the post-Nietzschean condition of
the contemporary world enables a turn away from philosophy that pursues
truth to philosophy that creates groundless reconciliation.

In the face of apparent moral groundlessness and the problem of
alienation, active citizenship thus requires an account of its ultimate
moral basis. Such an account would show that citizenship is meaningful,
despite the potential problem of alienation and the apparent arbitrari-
ness of values in postmodernity. In fact, tragic citizenship can be under-
stood as grounded, at least in a broad sense similar to Aristotelian
phronesis.2 By turning to Greek tragedy, this study has implicitly suggested
two interrelated and mutually complementary aspects of the morality of
active citizenship. Active citizenship is grounded in an epistemological
sense and in an ontological sense. It provides an ethically rich way of
knowing, and it builds on the tragic reality of the human condition. In
contrast to theories of reconciliation, participatory democracy is
uniquely capable of addressing the human conditions of incomplete
knowledge and imperfect unity.

Tragedy and the Moral
Epistemology of Citizenship

Theories of participatory democracy can benefit from attention to tragedy
and its implications for the epistemology of moral deliberation. Tragedy
dramatizes the ironic consequences of claims to certainty that prematurely
foreclose deliberation with others. Both the conflict of the Antigone and
Aristotle’s ethical theory center on individual claims of knowledge of the
right answers to moral problems. Similarly, Aristotle criticizes the impul-
siveness of the overconfident personality. Along with Aristotle, tragedy sug-
gests that, in a world of persistent conflict, human beings are vulnerable to
complex ethical situations in which certainty is impossible and ignorance
is exacerbated by individualistic ways of knowing. Taken together, how-
ever, tragedy and Aristotelian ethics further provide a positive moral epis-
temology based in listening to others in an open-ended process that can
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help ethical subjects cope with the inherent uncertainty of the human con-
dition. Active citizenship provides a mechanism for individuals to seek out
other sources of knowledge in the ongoing process of dealing with moral
conflict. In contrast to institutional theories of democracy, participatory
theories are uniquely capable of addressing the implications of tragedies of
knowledge brought on by the failure to listen to and learn from others.

As we have seen, Haemon establishes a moral hierarchy in which the
worst is action based on unmediated individual opinion, while the ideal is
to have knowledge that is a priori certain. Yet Haemon agrees with the
Hegelian postmodernists that certain knowledge is practically impossible
when it comes to serious moral conflict. As Haemon admits, “things incline
not to be so” (Ant., 707–23). But for Haemon, there is another alternative
between the ignorance and arbitrariness of unmediated individual opin-
ion and the certainty of a priori truth. The third way is to learn from those
who advise well, to strive for practical wisdom achieved through serious de-
liberation with others. This type of practical wisdom is further developed
and clarified by Aristotle’s political philosophy. For Aristotle, moral delib-
eration must reflect the ethical value of learning from others. It mediates
individual opinion with those of multiple and marginalized voices.

As a practical form of wisdom, public knowledge informed by a sense
of tragedy is neither intended nor expected to produce absolute knowl-
edge. Based on a sense of the radical fallibility of human beings, seeking
public knowledge is an ongoing process rather than a completed state.
From a tragic point of view, deliberation can always be made more inclu-
sive and citizens can always further expand their sympathetic capacities. As
a result, the outcomes will always lack metaphysical certainty and be subject
to reversal. The knowledge produced by active citizenship, therefore, is re-
garded as provisional, not final. The “truth” that is produced is not ab-
solute, but rather a relative improvement compared to less public and
deliberative ways of knowing. To this extent, the moral epistemology of
public knowledge infused with a sense of tragedy addresses the concerns of
Butler and others who rightly contest claims to metaphysical closure, but
without reverting to an arbitrary and groundless moral condition.

By taking into account the widest possible perspectives, public knowl-
edge helps the moral subject respond to the uncertainty of the human
condition. Action that is accompanied by serious and thorough delibera-
tion, both internally with oneself and externally with others, is the most
epistemologically complete. Action combined with public knowledge is
qualitatively superior to action in which deliberation is absent or limited
to internal individual thought. Nondeliberative action may reflect limited
or selfish perspectives, leading to negative consequences for oneself or
others. Public knowledge therefore incorporates a method of decision-
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making that is less arbitrary and better grounded as a way of knowing than
unmediated individual opinions and interests. Aristotelian practical wis-
dom is an intermediate way of knowing, somewhere between the ex-
tremes of absolute certainty and absolute arbitrariness. Practical wisdom
informed by a sense of tragedy considers itself inherently fallible and im-
perfect. The goal is neither to decisively “solve” moral problems nor to
completely eliminate moral conflict. Rather, practical wisdom aims more
modestly to move moral subjects beyond the absolute arbitrariness of
mere opinion. Practical wisdom does not, therefore, claim to be capable
of resolving something like the abortion debate with rule-like precision or
metaphysical clarity. Practical wisdom informed by a sense of tragedy in-
corporates to some degree the postmodern doubt of moral systems and
perfect knowledge. Although this approach to public knowledge aims to
resolve the problem of the moral grounding of citizenship, it retains a de-
gree of flexibility and epistemological humility. Nevertheless, the incre-
mental advance over overconfident and individual decision-making is
qualitatively distinct and morally meaningful. Practical wisdom supported
by a sense of tragedy offers another way, in between metaphysical cer-
tainty on the one hand, and moral groundlessness on the other. This is
the richest and most thorough approach to ethical decisions in conditions
of uncertainty.

Participatory theories of democracy and citizenship are best able to ad-
dress the tragic uncertainties of the human condition. Active citizenship
provides a mechanism for the continuous search for wisdom through lis-
tening to others. Active citizenship builds on a tragic sense of openness to
moral reversal and of the limitations of individual claims to knowledge. This
sense of uncertainty checks the moral subject from the tendency toward
overconfident and individualistic modes of decision-making. At the same
time, the other-regarding aspects of active citizenship’s attitude toward
tragedy positively lead ethical subjects into collective deliberation with
others. In these ways, active citizenship moves the ethical subject beyond the
arbitrariness of individual impulse and opinion. It does not reflect an arbi-
trary preference between competing worldviews, but rather the richest and
most complete way of knowing in the context of conflict and uncertainty.

By contrast, when seen with a view to active citizenship and public
knowledge, the Hegelian approach to tragedy fails as a moral episte-
mology. By shifting from a sense of tragedy to one of reconciliation, 
institutional politics tends to shut down deliberation and forecloses op-
portunities for citizens to collectively improve their knowledge. Rorty,
Rawls, and Butler each appeal to the immanent reconciliation in existing
structures and institutions rather than to ongoing practices of active citi-
zenship. The production of public knowledge is not necessary, because
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the basis for reconciliation is already immanent in the concrete social
world. Because it does not acknowledge the epistemological value of on-
going collective deliberation, it offers no mechanism by which to pro-
duce public knowledge. Because the Hegelian attitude toward tragedy
precludes openness to reversal, it limits itself to reconciliation with the
existing social world, inhibiting the transformative knowledge that could
result from the deliberations of active citizens. In this context, postmod-
ern Hegelianism is a form of overconfidence. Aristotle’s problem with
overconfidence is essentially epistemological: it results from insufficient
deliberation, leading to action that is ill-informed. The politics of recon-
ciliation turns on an ungrounded faith that conflict and alienation will
resolve themselves. This optimism suggests prematurely that the recon-
ciliation of conflict is already immanent, leading to a conception of 
politics in which action is unnecessary. Because deliberation concerns
matters of choice and aims at action, the Hegelian attitude toward
tragedy cuts off deliberation by removing its motivation. Assured of im-
manent reconciliation, the ethical subject has no need to listen to others
and seek knowledge so as to be better informed by the perspectives of
others. Seen in this light, one might say that Hegelian institutional poli-
tics is a form of overconfident inaction.

If deliberation rises above individual and public opinion to the level
of public knowledge, active citizenship is not just an arbitrary choice.
Rather, active citizenship becomes a meaningful practice grounded in a
coherent moral epistemology. Although the moral epistemology of ac-
tive citizenship is modest and flexible, it offers citizens and moral sub-
jects an important advance over complete arbitrariness and ignorance.
Deliberation that fulfills the requirements of public knowledge can be
understood as having epistemological grounding, a greater degree of
practical wisdom than action that is based on subjective interests and
opinions. Democracy derives its ultimate justification from its ability to
provide public spaces for generating practical wisdom in the context of
the human condition of radical uncertainty.

Citizenship and the Human Condition

As I have argued, democratic citizenship and institutional politics rest on
competing attitudes toward tragedy. The choice between them is not
merely a question of how to interpret certain canonical texts, but rather
concerns the fundamental nature of human communities. While partic-
ipatory theory presumes that human beings are fallible and conflict is
omnipresent in political communities, politics without citizens is built on
the optimistic assumption that reconciliation is immanent in existing in-
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stitutional arrangements. If the foregoing account of tragedy is correct,
the politics of reconciliation fails not just on an interpretive level, but
also on a deeper ontological level. Participatory democracy represents
not an arbitrary choice, but rather an approach to politics grounded in
a tragic view of the human condition.

In seeking ontological support for active citizenship, this study of
tragedy follows the lead of Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition, which
attempts to ground political action in certain broad qualities that define
human existence.3 Arendt argues that the fundamental activities of
human existence rest on conditions without which the activities would be
unthinkable.4 From these facts of human existence, Arendt goes on to
develop their implications into a model for political action. Similarly,
Stephen K. White’s notion of “weak” ontology is also useful here. As he
defines it, weak ontology makes certain broad claims about the “basic ex-
istential realities” of human identity. Yet, at the same time, White writes,
“Although these realities are undeniable, they are also radically undeter-
mined in their meaning.”5 In a similar spirit, the moral ontology of active
citizenship is built from a set of essential human qualities. The goal is not
to theorize all aspects of human identity based on a totalizing principle
(such as God, reason, matter, or gender), but rather to build up from
broad commonly recognized realities of the human condition. Any ade-
quate political theory should be able to accommodate the ontological
facts of human existence.

One of the core elements of the human condition, according to
Arendt, is the fact of human mortality. One might go so far as to define
tragedy as the dramatization of human mortality. Greek tragedy is, of
course, replete with images of suffering and death. The Oresteia trilogy
begins with the sacrificial death of Iphigenia, and concludes with the
sparing of Orestes’s life, a brush with death. The Antigone begins with the
death of Polyneices, revolves around Antigone’s obsession with paying re-
spect to the dead, and concludes with the deaths of Antigone and
Haemon. As Antigone states, “My husband is to be the Lord of Death”
(813). The Theban trilogy concludes with Oedipus at Colonus, a prequel
to the action of the Antigone, the focus of which is the very end of Oedi-
pus’s life and the story of his death.

Even when tragedy does not force the audience to confront literal
death, it exposes the audience to images of human mortality more
broadly understood. Martha Nussbaum’s notion of “fragility” captures
the broad sense of mortality underlying the tragic universe.6 Tragedy
dramatizes the critical distinction between gods and human beings,
which goes beyond simply being subject to death. Tragedy presents im-
ages of human frailty and imperfection, the obscurity of knowledge, and
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vulnerability to suffering. Human beings are thrown into complex and
ambiguous moral situations that are beyond their control. The narratives
turn on grave mistakes that occur whenever the characters attempt to ex-
ceed the bounds of their mortal natures. In particular, the mortal quali-
ties of human beings are at the center of tragedies of miscommunication
like the Antigone. For both Creon and Antigone, failures to listen occur
because of an inability to control their passions and a tendency to engage
in overconfident action without full knowledge of the consequences.
Both characters reveal limitations on human beings’ claims to know the
answers to complex moral dilemmas.

Active citizenship is predicated on the very existential qualities that
are associated with the human condition of mortality. As we have seen,
the politics of speaking with and listening to others is built on a view of
individual claims to knowledge as radically fallible and open to reversal.
Active citizenship involves sympathetic reactions to suffering. As a delib-
erative form of political engagement, active citizenship addresses com-
plex problems that defy resolution. As an ongoing and open-ended
approach to politics, participatory citizenship assumes that political com-
munities do not achieve perfect unity and some degree of conflict is built
into the fabric of human social life. It aims to deal with conflict, and yet it
acknowledges that any reconciliation is likely to be partial and temporary.

In contrasting the tragic experience to Hegel’s philosophy, I am not
arguing that Hegel fails to confront death and questions of ultimate
grounding. Indeed, the primary aim of his theory of history is to give
meaning to the suffering that has occurred on history’s “slaughter-
bench.”7 His writings on tragedy are evidence of this concern. Despite
this similar concern, however, Hegel’s confrontation with tragedy results
in radically different insights. Hegel interprets tragedy as pointing be-
yond the human condition of mortality to the Absolute. The tragic ex-
perience provides an optimistic sense of reconciliation that is immanent
in and limited by existing institutions. At the same time, the existing
world can thus be understood as meaningful without the public work of
active citizens and independent of any fundamental substantive change.
Instead of active engagement in public conversation, all that is needed 
to resolve moral problems, for Hegel, is an adequate understanding of
existing institutions as they have already developed.

Compared to Hegel’s unitary state, contemporary Hegelian liberalism
allows for a greater amount of continued conflict. Rorty, Rawls, and But-
ler each makes the case for diverse polities with space for the expression of
radically different identities. However, this should not be confused with
embracing a tragic ontology of politics. Although contemporary versions
of Hegel’s philosophy of reconciliation accept the existence of competing
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identities, they are optimistic that any harmful consequences can be 
contained by proper institutional arrangements, or will self-dissolve in the
dialectical logic of incoherent social structures. They agree that conflict is
a temporary problem and that citizen participation in politics can be ren-
dered obsolete. Although they claim to distance themselves from Hegel’s
metaphysics and they may reject Hegel’s description of the state, they nev-
ertheless incorporate Hegel’s optimistic view of the human condition.

Hegel’s approach to tragedy not only misrepresents several key texts,
but, more important, it rests on a faulty ontology, an inaccurate picture of
human beings and their essential moral qualities. Whether one is consid-
ering Hegel’s philosophy in its original form or its contemporary adapta-
tions, theories of reconciliation cannot accommodate the reality of
alienation. Citizens’ sense of disconnection from institutions and fellow
citizens is a world-historical phenomenon, not a temporary or accidental
condition. Although Fukuyama may be correct that the institutions of lib-
eral democracy can claim superiority in terms of military and economic
power, they have not been able to eliminate a palpable frustration with
politics. Citizens remain concerned about corruption, the influence of
special interests, and the unresponsive nature of bureaucratic institutions.
These concerns go to the heart of the legitimacy of representative gov-
ernment. Although liberal values of toleration and diversity are com-
monly recognized, concerns about social cohesion in the absence of
shared values are equally voiced at a world-historical level. These prob-
lems are due in large part to internal tensions within liberalism itself. The
human condition remains ineluctably and tragically political.

Perhaps as a result of the reality of alienation, the metaphysical as-
sumptions behind Hegel’s optimism are now almost universally discred-
ited. Even Hegel’s most ardent proponents in contemporary political
theory reject the idea of an Absolute Spirit that drives the reconciliation
of conflict. However, as I have argued, even these weakened forms of
Hegel’s philosophy contain elements of his optimistic ontology. They do
not appeal to Hegel’s mystical language, but, however subtly or uncon-
sciously, they nevertheless incorporate his optimistic faith in reconcilia-
tion. In tension with their apparent rejection of Hegel’s metaphysics,
theories of reconciliation rely on an unstated assumption that all mean-
ingful conflict can be eliminated independent of citizen participation in
the public realm. Hegel’s philosophy and its contemporary variations are
flawed not merely on an interpretive level, but rather on a deeper moral
and human level.

The greatest difficulty in the project of finding meaning in demo-
cratic citizenship is that democracy has been pushed to the margins of
contemporary public life. Liberalism, as I have tried to show, tends not to
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value other-regarding qualities of citizenship and can be quite hostile to
participatory democratic politics. And, as recent literature suggests,
democratic politics is increasingly rare. As Sheldon Wolin has written, de-
mocracy is a fleeting “moment of experience” in contemporary politics,
not the dominant mode of politics or a character of large-scale institu-
tions.8 The problem is, then, that a worldview that attaches meaning to
the practice of genuinely democratic citizenship can achieve satisfaction
only in a way that is radically independent of existing institutions. The
greatest potential strength of Hegel’s philosophy and its postmodern
adaptations is that they claim to address the issue of alienation.

But does the politics of reconciliation work? Under the present condi-
tions of contemporary public life, those who aspire to democratic citizen-
ship are bound to have their need for reconciliation perpetually unfulfilled.
If the reconciliation rests on a faulty account of human beings and their es-
sential moral qualities, it cannot claim to solve the problem of alienation.
Hegel’s reconciliatory response to tragedy provides contemporary post-
Hegelians with the vocabulary to turn a willful blind eye toward the reality
of many citizens’ deep unhappiness with the existing public realm. The
Hegelian alternative assumes that alienation is merely a subjective, mis-
taken, self-imposed condition, and that it can be overcome through imma-
nent forces independent of active citizen engagement. But if alienation is
grounded, a human response to an imperfect world, then redefining and
redescribing the problem can yield only a shallow and superficial sense of
public happiness. In the absence of Hegel’s metaphysics, the alternative to
alienation is not genuine reconciliation, but rather a superficial optimism
that masks the reality of the human condition. Instead, a sense of meaning-
ful citizenship can be reconstructed only if accompanied by a genuine 
reconstruction of democratic politics.

And does active citizenship give up on the prospect of reconcilia-
tion? Hegel might argue that participatory ideals require that citizens
doom themselves to a painful sense of alienation from one another and
from the best regime. There is some truth to this criticism. Active citi-
zenship conceives of human beings as inherently fallible, and of public
deliberation as an ongoing and perpetually incomplete process. Simi-
larly, there is a painful component to the tragic emotions. To this extent,
active citizenship is incompatible with reconciliation and is bound to
seem unsatisfying from a Hegelian viewpoint. However, this does not
mean that citizens need be forced into complete and utter despair. That
active citizenship ends in something less than absolute reconciliation
does not mean that it is a failure, but simply that some degree of conflict
is always present in the community. As we have seen, for Aristotle, the ex-
perience of the tragic emotions is intermediate, not debilitating. Simi-
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larly, for Aristotle, an intermediate amount of difference and conflict is
simply the intrinsic condition of the polis (Pol., 1261a16–17). The ability
to cope with conflict is part of what defines human beings as political an-
imals. Politics is therefore always both necessary and meaningful, even as
it is in a state of perpetual incompleteness and becoming.

Aristotle maintains that citizenship is a sort of “mean” between ani-
mal and divine existence. On the one hand, our animal side is one of
mortal imperfection; to be perfect, Aristotle says, would be to be like a
god and hence above citizenship (Pol., 1284a10–11). On the other hand,
for Aristotle, the defining quality of human beings as zoon politikon is that
they yearn for something more than mere animal existence and espe-
cially for speech concerning justice (1253a2–19). Aristotle’s zoon politikon
is thus radically mortal, but also capable of responding to the mortality of
others. That human beings are political by nature is another way of say-
ing that they are subject to the human condition of limitations on knowl-
edge and social unity. Practical wisdom informed by a sense of tragedy
does not aim to transcend mortality, but rather to find a moral ground-
ing that is appropriate to the human condition. Both the epistemological
and ontological aspects of active citizenship are deeply intertwined with
a view of the human condition as radically mortal—that is, fallible, im-
perfect, and finite. Active citizenship is therefore capable of having
meaning, even in these post-Nietzschean, postmetaphysical times. In a
democracy grounded in the tragic experience, citizens would periodi-
cally reflect on the meaning of their mortality and the moral implications
of human finitude and imperfection. These tragic moments can lead
only in the direction of participatory democracy, with its conception of
politics as open-ended and incomplete. Political theory should explore
the implications of the insights that are disclosed in tragedy, bring them
to bear on existing institutions and practices of citizenship, and provide
glimpses of alternative regimes.
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Chapter 1

1. Unless otherwise indicated, I quote in translation from Sophocles, Sopho-
cles 1: Oedipus the King, Oedipus at Colonus, Antigone, ed. David Grene and Richard
Lattimore, trans. David Grene, The Complete Greek Tragedies (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1991). For convenience I also include the corresponding line
numbers in the Greek text. I also use Sophocles, The Antigone of Sophocles, trans. Sir
Richard Jebb (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1891), when referring to
the original Greek and occasionally when I believe the Jebb translation is the most
appropriate. The Jebb text can be found at The Perseus Digital Library ([cited Feb-
ruary 11, 2005]); available from http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/.

2. D. M. Carter has recently identified a series of “cooperative” characters in
Sophoclean tragedy, including Haemon. However, Carter stops short of exploring
the political implications of these characters. Rather, his analysis is mostly limited
to their dramatic function. Although Carter recognizes the importance of the co-
operative characters, his analysis ultimately affirms the traditional view that they are
both dramatically and morally secondary. D. M. Carter, “The Co-Operative Temper:
A Third Dramatic Role in Sophoclean Tragedy,” Mnemosyne 58, no. 2 (2005).

3. My focus on Haemon is admittedly selective, and I hope it does not pre-
clude attention to the potential contributions that the study of other apparently
minor characters could make to a speech-based model of citizenship. In particu-
lar, I would welcome efforts to expand my interpretation to include Ismene. How-
ever, for the purposes of this argument, I maintain a focus on Haemon as opposed
to Ismene, first, because the latter never directly confronts Creon; and second, al-
though Haemon and Ismene share an interest in the value of “yielding,” Ismene,
unlike Haemon, does not explicitly spell out a conception of political speech. Still,
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I believe further inquiry into their commonalities would be fruitful, and would 
reinforce my argument regarding the larger political message of the play.

4. I am drawing here on Hegel’s definition of tragedy in the Aesthetics, as well
as his particular discussion of the Antigone in both the Aesthetics and the Phenomenol-
ogy. My editions of the primary texts are G. W. F. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics: Lectures on
Fine Art, trans. T. M. Knox, 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975; reprint,
1998), G. W. F. Hegel, Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1977). For Hegel’s definition of tragedy, see LFA, 1193–99; on
the Antigone, see LFA, 1213; PhG, §§464–76 (279–89).

5. Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek
Tragedy and Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 67. On
Creon, see ibid., 54–63.

6. Recent efforts to idealize Antigone include Judith Butler, Antigone’s
Claim: Kinship between Life and Death (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000),
Jean Bethke Elshtain, “Antigone’s Daughters,” in Freedom, Feminism, and the State:
An Overview of Individualist Feminism, ed. Wendy McElroy (New York: Holmes &
Meier, 1991), J. Peter Euben, Corrupting Youth: Political Education, Democratic Cul-
ture, and Political Theory (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997). Mary
Dietz’s response to Elshtain also idealizes Antigone, but as a model for public en-
gagement rather than privatized care-ethics. My interpretation agrees with
Dietz’s account of the moral lesson of the play as a whole, but finds Haemon
rather than Antigone to be the best potential model for public engagement. See
Mary G. Dietz, “Citizenship with a Feminist Face: The Problem with Maternal
Thinking,” Political Theory 12, no. 1 (1985).

7. On the concept of paideia generally and its importance in Greek 
culture, see Werner Jaeger, Paideia: The Ideals of Greek Culture, 3 vols. (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1971). On Sophoclean tragedy as a form of paideia, see
I: 268–85.

8. On the dramatic importance of the setting in Sophoclean tragedy, see
Josh Beer, Sophocles and the Tragedy of Athenian Democracy (Westport, CT: Praeger,
2004). Plato’s dialogues similarly make frequent use of this trope, by setting dia-
logues in which the most radical ideas are discussed either outside of the city (the
Republic and the Phaedrus) or in a private location (the Symposium).

9. Jebb translates hypsipolis as “his city prospers.” Regardless, the Chorus is
setting up a general contrast between law-abiding model citizenship and lawless
disobedience.

10. My interpretation of this passage is heavily indebted to Nussbaum,
Fragility, 72–75. For a similar view, see also Euben, Corrupting Youth: Political Edu-
cation, Democratic Culture, and Political Theory, 171–76. For the theme of ambiguous
words in Greek tragedy generally, see Jean Pierre Vernant and Pierre Vidal-
Naquet, Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece, trans. Janet Loyd (New York: Zone
Books, 1988), 29–48. Alternatively, see Cedric H. Whitman, Sophocles: A Study of
Heroic Humanism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951), 90–91.

11. A strong case for considering Creon as the protagonist is William M.
Calder III, “Sophocles’ Political Tragedy, Antigone,” Greek, Roman, and Byzantine
Studies 10 (1969).
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12. Note the use of the word deinon here to indicate fear. This provides an
additional reason to rethink readings of the Ode to Man that require translating
deinon in a purely optimistic sense.

13. See also William J. Lane and Ann M. Lane, “The Politics of the Antigone,”
in Greek Tragedy and Political Theory, ed. J. Peter Euben (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1986), 169–70.

14. Indeed, tyrannos does not always have a purely negative connotation in
Greek political literature as does the modern word. Pisistratus was widely re-
garded as beneficent, for example, despite the “tyrannical” nature of his power.
See Christian Meier, Athens: A Portrait of the City in Its Golden Age (New York: Met-
ropolitan, 1993), 75–80.

15. On Antigone’s subversion of gender roles, see especially Butler, Antigone’s
Claim. See also Patricia Jagentowicz Mills, “Hegel’s Antigone,” in Feminist Interpreta-
tions of G. W. F. Hegel, ed. Patricia Jagentowicz Mills (University Park: Pennsylvania
State University Press, 1996).

16. On koinonia in Aristotle’s philosophy, see Bernard Yack, “Community:
An Aristotelian Social Theory,” in Aristotle and Modern Politics, ed. Aristide Tessi-
tore (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2002).

17. Aristotle, for example, remarks that the virtuous person will neither love
honor excessively, nor be indifferent to honor, but rather will seek honor for the
right reasons and in the right manner (NE, 1125b1–25).

18. Creon is Jocasta’s brother and Antigone’s uncle. Since Jocasta is also
Oedipus’s mother and Antigone’s grandmother, Creon is also a grand-uncle to
Antigone. In addition, Creon accepts a paternal role for Antigone and Ismene
at Oedipus’s request at the end of OT, 1460–66.

19. This passage is so bizarre that some commentators can make sense of it
only by dismissing it as apocryphal. For a fairly balanced view of the problems re-
lated to this speech, see Knox, The Heroic Temper, 103–7. Even if Knox is right that
the speech reveals that Antigone’s appeals to law have masked her underlying
“personal motives” all along, her personal motives are qualitatively different from
Creon’s in that they do not seem to be tainted by any desire for political power.
See also Knox’s introduction to Sophocles, The Three Theban Plays, trans. Robert
Fagles (New York: Penguin Books, 1984), 45–48.

20. For Antigone as an expression of religious piety, see Larry J. Bennet and
William Blake Tyrell, “Sophocles’ Antigone and Funeral Oratory,” American Jour-
nal of Philology 111 (1990), E. R. Dodds, Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1951), 49–50. For Antigone’s appeal to the unwritten
laws as a form of “conservatism,” see Victor Ehrenberg, Sophocles and Pericles
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1954), 22–33.

21. Deneen, “Antigone and the Limits of Tragedy,” 7.
22. On Antigone’s tendency to simplify complex ethical conflicts, see Nuss-

baum (1986), 67–75.
23. Here the Chorus anticipates the criticisms that Haemon and Teiresias

will make of Creon.
24. Apollodorus, The Library, 3.5.8. My edition is Apollodorus, The Library,

with an English Translation, trans. Sir James George Frazer, 2 vols. (Cambridge:
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Harvard University Press, 1921). For a review of Haemon’s appearances in classi-
cal sources, see Timothy Gantz, Early Greek Myth: A Guide to Artistic and Literary
Sources (Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press, 1993), 520–21.

25. My addition. Grene leaves hen ouk allos untranslated, but it is important
to note that part of Creon’s failure is not only his general rashness, but specifi-
cally his tendency to exclude others from ethical deliberation.

26. Hesiod’s passage reads:

That man is most excellent (panaristos) who knows all himself
(autos panta noesei), considering the near future and the end.

Good (esthlos) too is he who listens (pithetai) to a good speaker
(eu eiponti).

But he who neither knows himself (autos noesei) nor learns
from others (allou akuoun), is a worthless man (achreios aner).
(WD, 295–97, my translation)

See Hesiod and Theognis, Hesiod and Theognis, trans. Dorothea Wender (New York:
Penguin, 1973; reprint, 1977), 68.

27. Statesman, 291d–293d; Laws, 693–702. My editions are Plato, The Laws,
trans. Trevor J. Saunders, 1975 ed. (New York: Penguin, 1970), Plato, Statesman,
trans. Christopher J. Rowe (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1999).

28. See Pol., 1261a10–1261b15.

Chapter 2

1. My translation of the Politics is Aristotle, The Politics, trans. Carnes Lord
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984). Unless otherwise indicated, for the
Ethics, Rhetoric, and Poetics, I will be referring to the translations in Aristotle, The
Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes, 1995 ed., vol. 1 (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1984).

2. Immediately after this passage, Aristotle grants that it is “not clear”
whether this analogy can apply to “every democracy,” but the suggestion is that
it can at least apply to some democratic regimes and that it is therefore possible
to cultivate democratic judgment.

3. For example, Jill Frank, A Democracy of Distinction: Aristotle and the Work of
Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), Patchen Markell, Bound by
Recognition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003), Martha Nussbaum,
“Aristotelian Social Democracy,” in Aristotle and Modern Politics, ed. Aristide Tes-
sitore (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2002). An overview of re-
cent trends in Aristotelian scholarship is John R. Wallach, “Contemporary
Aristotelianism,” Political Theory 20, no. 4 (1992).

4. Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek
Tragedy and Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), Stephen
Salkever, “Tragedy and the Education of the Demos,” in Greek Tragedy and Political
Theory, ed. J. Peter Euben (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986). For
Nussbaum’s work specifically focusing on the tragic emotions, see Martha Nuss-
baum, “Tragedy and Self-Sufficiency: Plato and Aristotle on Fear and Pity,” in Es-
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says on Aristotle’s Poetics, ed. Amelie O. Rorty (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1992). Jonathan Lear’s in-depth account of Aristotelian understanding also
fails to include public deliberation. Jonathan Lear, Aristotle: The Desire to Understand
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988). I agree in most part with Jill
Frank’s case for an Aristotelian combination of democratic institutions and the
“work” of virtuous citizens. However, her account of the civic virtues describes
mostly internal qualities and does not specifically emphasize public deliberation.
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standing of Public Deliberation,” Political Theory 34, no. 4 (2006): 419.
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Aristotle’s Passionate Practical Deliberation,” Review of Metaphysics 56 (2002): 278.

7. A similar approach to Aristotelian public deliberation drawing on dif-
ferent sources is Paul Nieuwenberg, “Learning to Deliberate: Aristotle on Truth-
fulness and Public Deliberation,” Political Theory 32, no. 4 (2004). I hope that my
turn to the Poetics will enrich this scholarship.

8. The aristocratic view is held both by those who praise Aristotle, such as
Strauss, and by critics who condemn Aristotle as antidemocratic. For the aristo-
cratic view, see Richard Mulgan, “Was Aristotle an ‘Aristotelian Social Democ-
rat’?,” Ethics 111 (2000), Barry S. Strauss, “On Aristotle’s Critique of Athenian
Democracy,” in Essays on the Foundations of Aristotelian Social Science, ed. Carnes
Lord and David O’Connor (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), Leo
Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964).

9. Plato, The Laws, trans. Trevor J. Saunders, 1975 ed. (New York: Penguin,
1970), III: 701, Plato, The Republic of Plato, trans. Allan Bloom, 1991 ed. (New
York: Basic Books, 1968), III: 394d–98b, X: 605a–8b. For an alternative interpre-
tation stressing the ironic, tragic, and democratic themes present in Plato’s phi-
losophy, see J. Peter Euben, The Tragedy of Political Theory: The Road Not Taken
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990).

10. Plato, Statesman, trans. Christopher J. Rowe (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1999).
11. As Aristotle notes, animals are able to make sounds concerning their 

instrumental welfare, but not speech with a view to justice.
12. Frank, Democarcy of Distinction. See also Abizadeh, “The Passions of the

Wise: Phronesis, Rhetoric, and Aristotle’s Passionate Practical Deliberation,”
295–96.

13. James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay, The Federalist Papers,
ed. Isaac Kramnick (New York: Penguin, 1987), Quentin P. Taylor, “Public 
Deliberation and Popular Government in Aristotle’s Politics,” Interpretation 29,
no. 3 (2002).

14. Yack, “Rhetoric and Public Reasoning: An Aristotelian Understanding
of Public Deliberation.”

15. John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 1996 ed. (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1993), l–lvi.

16. On the interdependence of emotion and understanding in the Poetics,
see Stephen Halliwell, “Pleasure, Understanding, and Emotion in Aristotle’s Po-
etics,” in Essays on Aristotle’s Poetics, ed. Amelie O. Rorty (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1992).
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17. Teiresias also used the word hediston to link learning to “pleasure” or
“sweetness” (1032).

18. NE, 1140a24–27. See also 1112a31–1113a2.
19. Throughout the following discussion, I am deeply indebted to Salkever’s

observations on the connections between pity and fear and bouleusis. See Salkever
(1986), 294–96.

20. Plato, “Plato’s Apology,” in Four Texts on Socrates, ed. Thomas G. West and
Grace Starry West (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984).

21. See Plato’s account of the transition from democracy to tyranny, Rep.,
557a–569c; similarly, see Pol., 1310a26–35.

22. See especially Martha Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Emotions and Persua-
sion,” in Essays on Aristotle’s Rhetoric, ed. Amelie O. Rorty (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1996).

23. Nussbaum, Fragility, 383–84.
24. On democracy and the problem of moral seriousness, see Salkever,

“Tragedy and Education,” 286–87.
25. Salkever, “Tragedy and Education,” 300.
26. This translation is Aristotle, Aristotle, with an English Translation: The Art

of Rhetoric, trans. J. H. Freese, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1926). The crucial phrase is phobos poeiei bouleutikos, literally, “fear
makes one who is able to deliberate.”

27. I am drawing loosely on Dewey’s use of the term “aesthetic” as any in-
tensification of experience. John Dewey, Art as Experience, 1980 ed. (New York:
Perigree Books, 1934), 46.

28. Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future (New York: Penguin, 1961;
reprint, 1993), 220–24.

29. Ibid., 221.
30. Ibid., 220–21.
31. Ibid., 221.
32. Leon Golden, “The Clarification Theory of Katharsis,” Hermes 104

(1976). See also Nussbaum, Fragility, 388–91, Salkever, “Tragedy and Education,”
291–303.

33. Some have argued for a reconception of hamartia as specifically a “mis-
take of fact,” based on ignorance of circumstances without any moral content;
others have embraced more flexible interpretations, such as “missing the mark”
or generally blameless mistakes due to human fragility, broadly defined. An 
excellent detailed overview of the potential range of meanings for hamartia is
T. C. W. Stinton, “Hamartia in Aristotle and Greek Tragedy,” Classical Quarterly 25
(1975). See also E. R. Dodds, “On Misunderstanding the Oediups Rex,” Greece and
Rome 12 (1966), Gerald Else, Aristotle’s Poetics: The Argument (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1963), 378–83, Nussbaum, Fragility, 382–83, Nancy Sherman,
“Hamartia and Virtue,” in Essays on Aristotle’s Poetics, ed. Amelie O. Rorty (Prince-
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992).

34.  As Janko argues, “the end result of catharsis is to dispose us to feel emotion
in the right way, at the right time, toward the right object, with the correct motive,
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to the correct degree, etc.” Consistent with what I have called an “intermediate” 
view of the tragic emotions, as Janko argues, such a conception of catharsis ac-
knowledges that excesses of pity and fear may in fact be dangerous, but at the same
time allows that certain forms of the tragic emotions may potentially have ethical
and political value. See Richard Janko, “From Catharsis to Aristotelian Mean,” in 
Essays on Aristotle’s Poetics, ed. Amelie O. Rorty (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1992), 347.

35. Jean Jacques Rousseau, The Basic Political Writings, trans. Donald A. Cress
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1987), 55, Jean Jacques Rousseau, Emile, or on Education,
trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1979), 221–27. For an important criti-
cism of Rousseau’s discussion of pity, see Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (New York:
Penguin, 1963; reprint, 1990), 88–90. Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (New
York: Penguin, 1963/1990), 88–90. According to Arendt, pity is “social” rather than
“political” because it lies beyond rational discussion and because it privileges the suf-
fering. I would argue, however, that as Aristotle lays it out, eleos, at least in the inter-
mediate form that he defends, is more like Arendt’s “solidarity” (her “political”
alternative to pity), because of his emphasis on the role of cognitive judgments and
the importance of reciprocal understanding.

36. In his discussion of how to deal with the indeterminacy of the law, Aris-
totle again argues that the many decide better than one wise man. Aristotle ap-
proves of the way “they [all] come together to adjudicate and deliberate and
judge.” At this point, he repeats his claim of the potential superiority of the many
with the same banquet analogy, adding that like a greater amount of water, the
many are more difficult to corrupt than the few. Aristotle then concludes that
aristocracy, defined as the “rule of persons who are all good men,” is superior to
monarchy (1286a27–1286b7). However, I would argue that the principle Aris-
totle suggests here could lead to democracy.

Chapter 3

1. Unless otherwise indicated, I am referring to the following translations: 
G. W. F. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art, trans. T. M. Knox, 2 vols. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975; reprint, 1998), G. W. F. Hegel, Hegel’s
Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 
G. W. F. Hegel, Hegel’s Philosophy of Mind: Being Part Three of the Encyclopedia of the Philo-
sophical Sciences (1830), trans. William Wallace and A. V. Miller (Oxford, UK: Claren-
don Press, 1971), G. W. F. Hegel, Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, trans. T. M. Knox, 1967
ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1952), G. W. F. Hegel, The Philosophy of History,
trans. J. Sibree (New York: Prometheus Books, 1991). I give paragraph numbers
where possible; otherwise I cite the page numbers of the translation.

2. This concept is increasingly recognized as central to Hegel’s philosophy.
See Michael O. Hardimon, “The Project of Reconciliation: Hegel’s Social Philos-
ophy,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 21, no. 2 (1992), Mark Lilla, “Hegel and the
Political Theory of Reconciliation,” The Review of Metaphysics 54 (2001).
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3. On the themes of reconciliation and being “at home” in the world in
Hegel’s philosophy, see Hardimon, “The Project of Reconciliation,” Karl Lowith,
From Hegel to Nietzsche, trans. David E. Green, 1991 ed. (New York: Columbia 
University, 1964), 162–73. On alienation and identity see Charles Taylor, Hegel
and Modern Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979; reprint, 1995),
90–91 and 125–29.

4. See PR, Pref., 10. Note that Knox translates “real” as “actual”; see his
note 27, 302.

5. Karl Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, 1971 ed., vol. 2 (Prince-
ton,NJ: Princeton University Press, 1962), 30–31. Criticism of Hegel’s conser-
vatism and historicism goes back farther than Popper, at least to 1857, when
Rudolf Haym charged Hegel with defending the Prussian state. For criticism of
Popper’s polemic, see also Walter Kaufmann, “The Hegel Myth and Its Method,”
in The Hegel Myths and Legends, ed. Jon Stewart (Evanston, IL: Northwestern Uni-
versity Press, 1996).

6. The most prominent contemporary revisionist scholar is Charles Taylor.
See Taylor, Hegel and Modern Society. For other examples see Walter Kaufmann,
ed., Hegel’s Political Philosophy (Atherton Press, 1970), Z. A. Pelczynski, ed., Hegel’s
Political Philosophy: Problems and Perspectives (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1971), Jon Stewart, ed., The Hegel Myths and Legends (Evanston, IL: North-
western University Press, 1996).

7. Hegel makes this claim in his essay on the German Constitution. 
G. W. F. Hegel, Hegel: Political Writings, ed. Laurence Dickey, trans. H. B. Nisbet
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 6. See also T. M. Knox, “Hegel
and Prussianism,” in The Hegel Myths and Legends, ed. Jon Stewart (Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press, 1996).

8. On the critical aspect of Hegel’s thought, particularly influential has been
Herbert Marcuse, Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory, 1960 ed.
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1941). See also Hegel on the fallacy of “familiar-
ity” (PhG, §§30–32, 17–19). On Hegel’s dialectical conception of law, see Fred R.
Dallmayr, G. W. F. Hegel: Modernity and Politics (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield,
1993; reprint, 2002), 88–96, J. F. Suter, “Burke, Hegel, and the French Revolution,”
in Hegel’s Political Philosophy: Problems and Perspectives, ed. Z. A. Pelczynski (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), 66–69. See also Hegel’s distinction 
between historical and philosophical jurisprudence (PR, §3, Knox, 16–18).

9. Laurence Dickey, for example, argues that Hegel anticipates Sheldon
Wolin’s notion of “political” citizenship, in Hegel, Hegel: Political Writings, Intro-
duction, vii–xxxiii. Similarly, Fred Dallmayr likens Hegel’s political theory to Ben-
jamin Barber’s conception of “strong democracy.” Dallmayr, G. W. F. Hegel, 254–59.
See also Benjamin Barber, Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1984), Sheldon Wolin, Politics and Vision: Conti-
nuity and Innovation in Western Political Thought (Boston: Little, Brown, 1960).

10. Josiah Royce, quoted in Hegel, Hegel: Political Writings, xxxii. For a thor-
ough explication of the influence of Aristotle on Hegel’s system (with an em-
phasis on Aristotle’s Metaphysics), see Alfredo Ferrarin, Hegel and Aristotle
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).
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11. On the theological dimensions of reconciliation in Hegel’s philosophy,
see especially Lilla, “Hegel and the Political Theory of Reconciliation.” On the
Christian view of history generally in contrast to Hegel’s, see Karl Lowith, Meaning
in History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949; reprint, 1962). See also
St. Augustine, City of God, trans. Henry Bettenson (New York: Penguin, 1972).

12. Karl Marx, “Theses on Feuerbach,” in Selected Writings, ed. Lawrence H.
Simon (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), 101.

13. Hardimon, “The Project of Reconciliation,” 170–72.
14. See also Alexandre Kojeve, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, ed. Allan

Bloom, trans. James H. Nichols (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University, 1980; reprint, 1993).
15. See also PhG, §§429–32, 256–59; Taylor, Hegel and Modern Society, 75–84.
16. Judith Shklar, Freedom and Independence: A Study of Hegel’s Phenomenology

of Mind (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 9–14. Kojeve’s existen-
tialist interpretation has also been useful to my understanding of Hegel’s theory
of history as progressively working out the internal contradictions of defective
moral worldviews. See Kojeve, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel.

17. In placing art with philosophy in the category of absolute spirit as against
the realm of objective spirit, Hegel is probably drawing on Aristotle’s insight that,
“poetry is something more philosophic and of graver import than history” 
(Poet., 1451b5–1451b6). Objective spirit includes, of course, Hegel’s theories of
history and the state. However, Aristotle only meant that poetry and philosophy
both deal with “universals,” that is, general types of characters and events as op-
posed to the real particular events of history. Here is another example of Hegel’s
appropriating a category developed in very general terms by Aristotle, and giving
it a more specific content consistent with his own reconciliatory project.

18. See LFA, 82–90, and the entirety of vol. II.
19. This is how Hegel arrives at his “end of art” thesis, because once moder-

nity becomes capable of philosophy, art no longer serves as the dominant or
highest form of consciousness: “We may well hope that art will always rise higher
and come to perfection, but the form of art has ceased to be the supreme need
of the spirit. No matter how excellent we find the statues of the Greek gods . . .
we bow the knee no longer” (103). By this, Hegel does not mean that artistic pro-
duction will cease, but rather that in modernity art no longer expresses the high-
est stage of consciousness. For further clarification of Hegel’s end of art thesis,
see Karsten Harries, “Hegel on the Future of Art,” Review of Metaphysics 27
(1973/1974), Robert Wicks, “Hegel’s Aesthetics: An Overview,” in The Cambridge
Companion to Hegel, ed. Frederick C. Beiser (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1993; reprint, 1999), 368–71.

20. Given the historical framework that Hegel has established, this is a some-
what surprising claim. For Hegel poetry is supposed to be quintessentially modern,
yet he acknowledges here that it reaches its full development in the classical period.
While Hegel argues that philosophy begins in the classical period with Plato and
Aristotle only to culminate in modernity in his own thought, he does not make a
similar argument about tragedy. Hegel goes on to describe the Antigone as the high-
est artistic achievement “of the classical and the modern world” (LFA, Knox, 1218),
again idealizing classical tragedy at the expense of his own historical framework. 
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Indeed, that Hegel is willing to compromise the linearity of his history suggests how 
urgent it is in Hegel’s mind to discover parallels between tragedy and his philoso-
phy. If Hegel is willing to do violence to his own system so that it can account for
tragedy, it will be less surprising that Hegel may be willing to take some liberties with
Greek tragedy as well, as I will now argue.

21. A useful overview of Hegel’s interpretation of the Antigone is George
Steiner, Antigones (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984; reprint, 1996),
19–42. See also Judith Butler, Antigone’s Claim: Kinship between Life and Death
(New York: Columbia UniversityPress, 2000), L. A. MacKay, “Antigone, Cori-
olanus, and Hegel,” Transactions of the American Philological Association 93 (1962),
Patricia Jagentowicz Mills, “Hegel’s Antigone,” in Feminist Interpretations of 
G. W. F. Hegel, ed. Patricia Jagentowicz Mills (University Park: Pennsylvania 
State University, 1996).

22. See LFA., 464, 471, 1213; PhG, §448–50, 267–69.
23. J. Glenn Gray, Hegel and Greek Thought (New York: Harper and Row,

1968), 56.
24. Steiner, Antigones, 41. The classical word apologia, also used by Plato to

refer to Socrates’s famous speech, does not have the modern sense of repen-
tance. Rather, it derives from the roots apo (away) and logos (speech), and refers
to any legal defense speech in which one tries to “get away” with a deed (thus, the
Socratic “apology” is not at all apologetic in the modern sense). Hegel’s defense
of Creon is an apologia in the classical sense.

25. For example, see PhG, §472, 284–85; LFA, 464.
26. See PhG, §§455–60 (272–76).
27. For Aristotle’s remarks on Antigone, see Rhet., 1373b1–14; 1374a18–

1374b2; 1375a25–b25.
28. The difference between tragic and epic reconciliation is that the latter

results only in “mere equalization,” i.e., retributive justice, whereas tragic recon-
ciliation requires some sort of ethical progress from conflict to harmony that
gives meaning to the tragic suffering.

29. Sophocles, The Complete Greek Tragedies: Sophocles I, ed. David Grene and
Richard Lattimore, trans. David Grene (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1991), 909–28.

30. Hegel has in mind something like the bourgeois liberal society as devel-
oped in early-modern Western Europe. See PR, §190, 127.

31. For a concise explanation of this process, see Dallmayr, G. W. F. Hegel,
116–27. Dallmayr helpfully draws on Avinieri’s understanding of the family as
based in “particular altruism,” civil society in “universal egoism,” and the state as
combining the best elements of each into an ethical life of “universal altruism.”

32. At the same time, in order to enter into a universal association, citizens
must experience the individualism of civil society and break down the ties to
their particular families.

33. Judith Shklar, “Hegel’s Phenomenology: An Elegy for Hellas,” in Hegel’s
Political Philosophy: Problems and Perspectives, ed. Z. A. Pelczynski (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1971), 82.

164 Notes to Chapter 3



34. Creon also acknowledges a quasi-paternal obligation to Antigone when
he accepts responsibility for her upbringing at the end of Oedipus Rex. Sophocles,
Sophocles I, 73 (1460–67).

35. Dallmayr, G. W. F. Hegel, 59–60, Gray, Hegel and Greek Thought, 53–67,
Shklar, “Hegel’s Phenomenology.”

36. While comedy is the last form of art to “come on the scene,” this is not
to deny Hegel’s earlier claim that tragedy is the highest form of artistic expres-
sion. As art, tragedy remains the highest form of reconciliation possible at the
level of sensuous intuition. However, as consciousness, Hegel seems to be suggest-
ing that comedy is indeed higher.

Chapter 4

1. The authoritative study of liberalism in the American tradition is Louis
Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1955). For a re-
cent assessment of this tradition, see James P. Young, Reconsidering American Lib-
eralism (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1996).

2. I will be referring to the following texts: Francis Fukuyama, The End of
History and the Last Man (New York: Avon Books, 1992). Richard Rorty, Achieving
Our Country (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), Richard Rorty, Conse-
quences of Pragmatism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), Richard
Rorty, Contingency, Irony, Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1989), Richard Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth, vol. 1, Philosophical Papers
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the
Mirror of Nature (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1979).

3. Howard Williams, “The Ends of History (Critical Notice),” International
Journal of Philosophical Studies 7, no. 1 (1999).

4. For a polemical but useful rebuttal, see Christopher Lasch, “The Age of
Limits,” in History and the Idea of Progress, ed. Arthur M. Meltzer, Jerry Weinberger,
and M. Richard Zinman (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1995).

5. For his account of the soul, see also Fukuyama, The End of History, 143–208.
6. One wonders why Fukuyama uses thymos rather than Hegel’s Geist to de-

scribe the human spirit. Perhaps Fukuyama chooses thymos because, as an at-
tribute of the individual soul rather than a collective entity, it is more compatible
with liberal politics.

7. This public-private distinction echoes Rorty’s, in which “self-creation” is
directed into the private realm and public philosophy is limited to redescription.
Rorty’s public-private distinction is further explored in the text.

8. A number of secondary works have been helpful in my research. Important
general assessments of Rorty’s politics from social, deliberative, and participatory de-
mocracy perspectives include: Richard Bernstein, “One Step Forward, Two Steps
Backward: Richard Rorty on Liberal Democracy and Philosophy,” Political Theory 15,
no. 4 (1987), Richard Bernstein, “Rorty’s Liberal Utopia,” Social Research 57, no. 1
(1990), Keith Topper, “Richard Rorty, Liberalism, and the Politics of Redescrip-
tion,” American Political Science Review 89, no. 4 (1995), Sheldon Wolin, “Democracy
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in the Discourse of Postmodernism,” Social Research 57, no. 1 (1990). See also Rorty’s
response to Bernstein, Richard Rorty, “Thugs and Theorists: A Reply to Bernstein,”
Political Theory 15, no. 4 (1987).

9. The scholarship on Rorty’s use and abuse of Hegel includes: Andrew Cutro-
fello, “‘Young Hegelian’ Richard Rorty and the ‘Foucauldian Left’,” Metaphilosophy
24, no. 1 & 2 (1993), Allen Hance, “Pragmatism as Naturalized Hegelianism: Over-
coming Transcendental Philosophy?,” Review of Metaphysics 46 (1992), Paul Redding,
“History as Celebration or Justification? Rorty Versus the Non-Metaphysical Hegel-
ians,” Clio 31, no. 4 (2002), Nathan Rotenstreich, “Rorty’s Interpretation of Hegel,”
Review of Metaphysics 39 (1985).

10. See Richard Rorty, “Comment on Robert Pippin’s Naturalness and Mind-
edness: Hegel’s Compatibilism,” European Journal of Philosophy 7, no. 2 (1999).

11. As Rorty writes in a footnote:

This is not to say that there is any particular reason for optimism
about America, or the rich North Atlantic democracies generally . . .
Several of these democracies, including the United States, are
presently under the control of an increasingly greedy and self
ish middle class . . . If this process goes on for another generation,
the countries in which it happens will be barbarized. Then it may 
become silly to hope for reform, and sensible to hope for revolution.
But at the present time the United States is still a functioning demo-
cratic society—one in which change occurs, and can be hoped for, 
as a result of persuasion rather than force. (ORT, 15, Note 29)

While I agree with Rorty’s hope for a politics of persuasion, I am skeptical 
that meaningful reform can be achieved using Rorty’s politics of redescription.
Further, though Rorty may be correct to label American democracy “function-
ing,” this does not mean that it cannot be further strengthened, even in funda-
mental ways.

12. See also CIS, 55; AOC, 27; Richard Rorty, “Dewey between Hegel and
Darwin,” in Modernist Impulses in the Human Sciences, 1870–1930, ed. Dorothy Ross
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994), 63.

13. On Rorty’s use of this term, see Patrick Deneen, “The Politics of Hope
and Optimism: Rorty, Havel, and the Democratic Faith of John Dewey,” Social
Research 66, no. 2 (1999).

14. Rorty’s use of this term is developed in “Solidarity or Objectivity?” 
(ORT, 21–34). Rorty makes a similar point in different (less provocative) language
in Richard Rorty, “Justice as a Larger Loyalty,” in Richard Rorty: Critical Dialogues,
ed. Matthew Festenstein and Simon Thompson (Cambridge: Polity, 2001).

15. See Hegel, PR, Intro (11).
16. Rorty, “Dewey between Hegel and Darwin,” 62.
17. The theme of redescription is the focus of critique for Topper, “Richard

Rorty, Liberalism, and the Politics of Redescription.” Several broader critiques of
Rorty’s political theory also draw on this theme. For example, see Bernstein,
“Rorty’s Liberal Utopia,” 49–52, Wolin, “Democracy in the Discourse of Post-
modernism,” 20–21.
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18. Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1962).

19. On liberalism as an opposition to cruelty, Rorty draws on Judith Shklar’s
“liberalism of fear” (CIS, xv). See also Judith Shklar, “The Liberalism of Fear,” 
in Liberalism and the Moral Life, ed. Nancy Rosenblum (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1989). Note that Rawls, too, cites Shklar approvingly, in his case as
an example of “political” liberalism without appeal to metaphysical foundations.
See PL, 374n.

20. The importance of the cold war to Rorty’s intellectual development can-
not be overestimated. Rorty’s major political works were all written before the
end of the cold war (Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity was published in 1989). In an
exchange with Richard Bernstein, against the charge that his political theory
amounts to an “apologia for old fashioned cold war liberalism,” Rorty talks about
the “failures of central government planning,” the existence of the Soviet threat,
and the fragility of liberal political institutions (see Bernstein, “One Step For-
ward, Two Steps Backward: Richard Rorty on Liberal Democracy and Philoso-
phy,” 556, Rorty, “Thugs and Theorists: A Reply to Bernstein,” 565–67 and 78,
note 25. Rorty offers his own account of his intellectual development during 
the cold war, including his admission that he was “a teenage Cold War liberal”
(AOC, 58). Since the end of the cold war, Rorty has not made any significant 
alteration in his political theory.

21. The consensus that Rorty describes here is very much similar to Rawls’s
“overlapping consensus,” both in its “social glue” function and its minimalist con-
tent. See below on the Hegelian aspects of Rawls’s consensus.

22. For Rorty’s definitions of irony and final vocabulary, see CIS, 73.
23. Wolin, “Democracy in the Discourse of Postmodernism,” 21.
24. Most of the critical literature on Rorty’s political writings at least touches

on these shortcomings. Those with an explicit focus on Rorty’s lack of attention
to social inequality include: Peter Mclaren, Ramin Farahmandpur, and Juha Suo-
ranta, “Richard Rorty’s Self-Help Liberalism: A Marxist Critique of America’s
Most Wanted Ironist,” in Richard Rorty: Education, Philosophy, and Politics, ed.
Michael A. Peters and Jr. Paulo Ghiraldelli (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Little-
field, 2001), Alberto Tosi Rodrigues, “The Political Liberalism of Richard Rorty,”
in Richard Rorty: Education, Philosophy, and Politics, ed. Michael A. Peters and Jr.
Paulo Ghiraldelli (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2001), Topper,
“Richard Rorty, Liberalism, and the Politics of Redescription.”

25. I say that Rorty’s critique of participatory democracy constitutes his only
explicit break with Dewey. However, a good deal of the literature on Rorty has also
uncovered other implicit and unacknowledged differences. On Rorty’s use and
abuse of Dewey, see Richard Shusterman, “Pragmatism and Liberalism: Between
Dewey and Rorty,” Political Theory 22, no. 3 (1994), 399.

26. Rorty, “Dewey between Hegel and Darwin,” 65.
27. Ibid., 56.
28. Shusterman, “Pragmatism and Liberalism: Between Dewey and 

Rorty,” 399.
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Chapter 5

1. I will be referring to the following texts: John Rawls, “Justice as Fairness:
Political Not Metaphysical,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 14, no. 3 (1985), John
Rawls, Lectures on the History of Political Philosophy (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2000), John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 1996 ed. (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1993), John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1971).

2. Hegel, for example, appears exactly twice in Samuel Freeman, ed., The
Cambridge Companion to Rawls (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).

3. An extended critique of Rawls that outlines these objections is Michael
J. Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice, 1998 ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1982). A review of similar criticisms is Stephen Mulhall and Adam
Swift, “Rawls and Communitarianism,” (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003). Significantly, Mulhall’s and Swift’s reply to Rawls’s critics tends to under-
emphasize A Theory of Justice and instead relies heavily on the political conception
of justice underlying Rawls’s later works. See, for example, p. 470.

4. See Note 3.
5. In particular, the Original Position is capable of generating radical crit-

icisms of existing institutions. Significantly, however, such devices play a lesser
role in Rawls’s later turn to “political” rather than metaphysical liberalism.

6. In plainer terms, “ideology” and “worldview” are equivalent concepts to
Rawls’s “comprehensive doctrine.”

7. Schwarzenbach also notes that Rawls makes use of the term “reconcilia-
tion,” both in TJ and in his later works, and she speculates that “it does [Rawls’s]
thought no injustice to stress that it too aims at a ‘reconciliation by reason’.” Un-
fortunately, Rawls only uses this terminology in passing. Sibyl A. Schwarzenbach,
“Rawls, Hegel, and Communitarianism,” Political Theory 19, no. 4 (1991): 543.

8. Rawls defines this term in PL, 13–14.
9. See Schwarzenbach, “Rawls, Hegel, and Communitarianism,” 544.

10. For Rawls, the Reformation is the foundational event in the intellectual his-
tory of political liberalism (see PL, xxvi–xxviii; LHMP, 5). Like Rorty, Rawls is fond
of the analogy between liberal politics and religious toleration. Both see the turn
away from metaphysics as achieving for philosophy what the Reformation achieved
for religious freedom. Both are, therefore, tolerant of philosophical views, even
those that are antidemocratic or antipolitical, so long as they are “reasonable” and
tolerant of others. See also Rorty on Rawls and the Reformation in ORT, 179–80.

11. Rawls also discusses this issue in his comment on Habermas (PL, 420–21).
See also Sheldon Wolin, Politics and Vision, Expanded ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2004), 549. As Wolin writes, “civic humanism” is “a code-word for
expressing the disapproval of participatory democracy.”

12. Rawls’s distinction between “civic humanism” and “classical republican-
ism” is essentially the difference between Aristotelian and Jeffersonian concep-
tions of participation: for the former, participation is an expression of uniquely
human qualities and a good in itself, while for the latter it is merely instrumental
to the protection of individual freedom.
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13. Here is Rawls’s definition: “This ideal is that citizens are to conduct their
public political discussions of constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice
within the framework of what each sincerely regards as a reasonable political con-
ception of justice, a conception that expresses political values that others as free
and equal also might reasonably be expected to endorse” (PL, l).

14. Wolin, Politics and Vision, 549.
15. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. Harvey C. Mansfield

and Delba Winthrop (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000; reprint, 2002),
I.2.4, 181.

16. On overlapping consensus as distinct from a mere modus vivendi and sta-
bility for the right reasons, see PL, xlii–xliii; 38–40; 146–47.

17. In this regard, Rawls’s description of the overlapping consensus is iden-
tical to what David Truman refers to as the “rules of the game” in American pol-
itics. According to Truman, the rules of the game reflect a consensus of “widely
held but unorganized interests.” Because these interests are so widely held, they
are not organized into specific groups but rather expressed in political institu-
tions. In American politics, the rules of the game include belief in the dignity of
individuals, participation in electoral politics, and “semi-egalitarian notions of
material welfare.” See David B. Truman, The Governmental Process: Political Interests
and Public Opinion, 2nd ed. (Berkeley, CA: Institute of Intergovernmental Stud-
ies, 1971; reprint, 1993), 512–13.

18. Mulhall and Swift, “Rawls and Communitarianism.” Schwarzenbach also
reads the Hegelian themes throughout Rawls’s work as an attempt to reconcile
liberalism and communitarianism. See Schwarzenbach, “Rawls, Hegel, and Com-
munitarianism.” See also Sandel’s assessment of Rawls’s later work in Sandel, Lib-
eralism and the Limits of Justice, 184–218. Interestingly, when discussing Rawl’s later
work, he more or less drops objections to TJ regarding Rawls’s conception of the
self and his deontological methodology. Instead, Sandel ends up more con-
cerned, as I have been, with the model of deliberation that Rawls offers and es-
pecially its tendency to “bracket” serious moral questions from the public realm.
As Sandel writes: “On a different conception of respect—call it the deliberative
conception—we respect our fellow citizen’s moral and religious convictions by
engaging, or attending to, them—sometimes by challenging and contesting
them, sometimes by listening and learning from them—especially when those
convictions bear on important political questions” (217).

19. As Rorty writes, “However, Rawls’s writings subsequent to A Theory of Jus-
tice have helped us realize that we were misinterpreting his book, that we had
overemphasized the Kantian and underemphasized the Hegelian and Deweyan
elements” (ORT, 184–85).

Chapter 6

1. My discussion of Butler will focus on the following: Judith Butler,
Antigone’s Claim: Kinship between Life and Death (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2000), Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity
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(New York: Routledge, 1990), Judith Butler, Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections
in Twentieth-Century France, 1999 ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1987).
For a concise statement of her position on “foundationalism,” see Judith Butler,
“Contingent Foundations: Feminism and the Question of ‘Postmodernism’,” in
Feminist Contentions: A Philosophical Exchange, ed. Linda Nicholson (New York:
Routledge, 1995). Note, however, that Butler prefers the term “poststructural-
ism” to “postmodernism.” See Judith Butler, “For a Careful Reading,” in Feminist
Contentions: A Philosophical Exchange, ed. Linda Nicholson (New York: Routledge,
1995), 133. I take postmodernism to refer to a broad movement in philosophy
that rejects universal metaphysical assumptions (about human nature or iden-
tity) as the basis for moral and political philosophy. Poststructuralism is a specific
kind of postmodernism. Poststructuralism accepts the structuralist insight that
human identity is always constructed within the context of power, but rejects the
view that hierarchies are universal and all-powerful. Poststructuralism is indeed
the term that best captures the complexity of Butler’s position, but postmod-
ernism is also an appropriate general category.

2. Butler, “Contingent Foundations,” 51. Chantal Mouffe, “Feminism, 
Citizenship, and Radical Democratic Politics,” in Feminists Theorize the Political, ed.
Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott (New York: Routledge, 1992).

3. Butler, “Contingent Foundations,” 50.
4. Michel Foucault, “What Is Enlighenment?,” in The Foucault Reader, ed.

Paul Rabinow (New York: Pantheon, 1984), Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Geneal-
ogy of Morals and Ecce Homo, trans. Walter Kaufmann, 1989 ed. (New York: Vintage
Books, 1967).

5. Recent scholarship has argued that rather than concepts such as “per-
formativity,” the genealogical method is the fundamental feature of Butler’s phi-
losophy. Alison Stone, “Towards a Genealogical Feminism: A Reading of Judith
Butler’s Political Thought,” Contemporary Political Theory 4 (2005).

6. See Butler’s critiques of Kristeva and Wittig, respectively (GT, 79–63;
111–28).

7. To the extent that Butler’s philosophy rejects both the egalitarian and
universalistic foundationalism of modernity, and the hierarchical foundational-
ism of premodern philosophies, it is appropriate to associate her views with post-
modernism.

8. Judith Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (New York:
Routledge, 1997).

9. On the definitions of parody and closely related terms, see Linda
Hutcheon, A Theory of Parody (New York: Routledge, 1991), 30–49, Margaret A.
Rose, Parody: Ancient, Modern, and Post-Modern (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1993), 5–99.

10. Vincent Crapanzano, “The Postmodern Crisis: Discourse, Parody, Mem-
ory,” Cultural Anthropology 6, no. 4 (1991).

11. In Achieving Our Country, Rorty refers to Butler only in passing (AOC, 51).
12. On the dual-edged nature of parody, see Moya Lloyd, “Performativity,

Parody, Politics,” Theory, Culture, and Society 16, no. 2 (1999).
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13. On the negativity of Butlerian politics, see John Seery, “Acclaim for
Antigone’s Claim Reclaimed (or, Steiner Contra Butler),” Theory and Event 9, no.
1 (2006): 20.

14. Butler, “Contingent Foundations,” 40–41.
15. For an immanent critique of Butler’s anti-statism as reflected in

Antigone’s Claim, see Moya Lloyd, “Butler, Antigone and the State,” Contemporary
Political Theory 4 (2005). Lloyd argues that Butler’s total rejection of the state is in
tension with her own poststructuralism, which rejects binary oppositions.

16. Judith Butler, “Is Kinship Always Heterosexual?,” Differences 13, no. 3
(2002): 21.

17. For a sympathetic critique of Butler that acknowledges her tendencies to-
ward individualism and privatization, see Lois McNay, “Subject, Psyche, and Agency:
The Work of Judith Butler,” Theory, Culture, and Society 16, no. 2 (1999): 187–90.

18. Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1989), 84.

19. As we have seen, for both Haemon and Aristotle, diversity is crucial in
the production of public knowledge. The politics of speaking and listening can
only produce public knowledge if the citizens engage with others who offer gen-
uine differences. That is the only way that citizens can remedy their individual de-
ficiencies, and democracy can become greater than the sum of its parts.

20. For a critique of deliberative democracy in this spirit, see Iris Marion
Young, “Activist Challenges to Deliberative Democracy,” Political Theory 29,
no. 5 (201).

21. Butler, “Contingent Foundations,” 6.
22. See Nancy Fraser, “False Antitheses: A Response to Seyla Benhabib and

Judith Butler,” in Feminist Contentions: A Philosophical Exchange, ed. Linda Nichol-
son (New York: Routledge, 1995), Seery, “Acclaim,” 16.

23. James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay, The Federalist Papers,
ed. Isaac Kramnick (New York: Penguin, 1987).

24. Benjamin Barber, “Civic Schizophrenia: The Free Consumer and the
Free Citizen in a Free Market Society,” Kettering Review 24, no. 1 (2006): 11.

25. Indeed, she defends an unorthodox interpretation of Hegel that values
his philosophy for the “openness of this ostensibly all-inclusive system” (SD, 13).

26. Alexandre Kojeve, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, ed. Allan Bloom,
trans. James H. Nichols (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1980; reprint,
1993), 19.

27. On the “immanent” quality of Butler’s politics, see Butler, “For a Care-
ful Reading,” 138–39.

28. Attention to these “productive” aspects of heteronormavity is, as I under-
stand Butler, what identifies her as a postructuralist rather than a structuralist.

29. Poetics, 1450a9–16. On the importance of plot in Aristotle’s theory of
tragedy, see John Jones, On Aristotle and Greek Tragedy (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1962).

30. For example, Butler asks, “does [Antigone’s] criminality assert an un-
conscious right, marking a legality prior to codification on which the symbolic
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in its hasty foreclosures must founder, establishing the question of whether there
might be new grounds for communicability and for life?” (AC, 55).

31. See Lloyd, “Butler, Antigone and the State.”
32. Jean Bethke Elshtain, “Antigone’s Daughters,” in Freedom, Feminism, and

the State: An Overview of Individualist Feminism, ed. Wendy McElroy (New York:
Holmes & Meier, 1991). For a critique of the absence of political engagement in
Elshtain’s interpretation, see Mary G. Dietz, “Citizenship with a Feminist Face:
The Problem with Maternal Thinking,” Political Theory 12, no. 1 (1985).

33. Quoted in Robert Fisher, Let the People Decide: Neighborhood Organizing in
America (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1999), 166.

Conclusion

1. On Nietzsche’s critiques of these approaches, see Alasdair MacIntyre,
After Virtue (South Bend, IN: Notre Dame University, 1981).

2. For brief genealogies of the ideas of “grounding” and “foundation” in
both their absolutist and broader senses, see John Seery, “Castles in the Air: An
Essay on Political Foundations,” Political Theory 24, no. 4 (1999). On phronesis as
an intermediate approach to grounding ethical deliberation, see Stephen
Salkever, Finding the Mean: Theory and Practice in Aristotelian Political Philosophy
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990).

3. Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1958).

4. Arendt’s conditions include natality, morality, life itself, worldliness, 
and purality.

5. Stephen K. White, “Weak Ontology and Liberal Political Reflection,” 
Political Theory 25, no. 4 (1997): 506.

6. Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek
Tragedy and Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).

7. For Hegel’s “slaughter-bench” of history, see PH, 21.
8. Sheldon Wolin, Politics and Vision, Expanded ed. (Princeton, NJ: Prince-

ton University Press, 2004), 603.
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