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    PREFACE




    This book originates from the dissertation Normativity, Power, and Political Freedom: An Arendtian Review in the Light of Foucault, submitted to the Faculty of Continental Philosophy at Staffordshire University in 2021, for the degree of Master of Arts. While the core arguments remain intact, the text has been slightly revised to enhance clarity and coherence.




    I owe a profound debt of gratitude to Professor David Webb, whose insightful guidance shaped the trajectory of this work. I am equally grateful to Professor Douglas Burnham, whose intellectual stewardship deepened my understanding of philosophical traditions and illuminated paths for my cultivation of legal and political philosophy. Their combined support made the development of this project not only possible but deeply fulfilling.




    As this dissertation transitions into a book, it is impossible not to reflect on the evolving contexts in which its themes resonate. The COVID-19 pandemic laid bare the fragile dynamics between private pursuits and public regulations. The concurrent rise of mistrust in political authorities and the ascendance of leaders challenging institutional norms have redefined the global political landscape. These events, among many others, highlight the urgency of revisiting foundational questions about the nature of political freedom, the role of collective action, and the precarious balance between individuality and community.




    The discussions within these pages, drawn from the intersecting philosophies of Hannah Arendt and Michel Foucault, explore enduring tensions between the private and the political spheres of life, the nature of freedom as an inherently collective endeavour, and the paradoxes of political agency. In a world increasingly polarized by individualistic pursuits masquerading as liberation, the challenge of constructing spaces for genuine freedom—freedom that emerges from shared deliberation and mutual restraint—feels more vital than ever.




    As a relatively short book, it is intended as an introductory exploration of the intersections between political freedom, normativity, and power. In this sense, its brevity supports a focused contribution to such topics, which are some of the most significant ongoing conversations in political philosophy.




    I hope this book invites readers to reflect not only on the philosophical underpinnings of power and normativity but also on their implications for navigating our shared political existence.


  




  

    SECTION 1




    Introduction




    Background




    The theorisation of political action encounters philosophical challenges when accounting for freedom. Human agency is importantly constituted, in practices and discourses, by effects of power relationships, as illuminated by the work of Michel Foucault. Since action implies normativity—in the form of expectations—political transformation depends on engagement with existing forms of normalisation.




    This research responds to key problems of practical freedom (especially as devised by Foucault) with the support of Hannah Arendt’s unique conception of politics, taking as a pivot the explicit or implicit prescription (the “ought”) behind political acts. Guided by the perspective of normativity, the dissertation explores insights that Arendt’s views offer in relation to the fragile contexts in which political freedom is possible.




    With the development of modernity, philosophy has been concerned with the constraints imposed by new structures and systems of belief in relation to deliberate thought, will, and action. Remarkable examples include the tradition of thought stemming from the Frankfurt School, which has pointed out ways in which the use of practical reason can become instrumental to a teleology determined by new myths of modernity. Other schools of thought of late 20th century, from attributing to the structure of language priority over the production of any meaning, have understood the subject (including, importantly, the subject’s deepest articulations of the will) as an effect of discourse or power.




    Notably, Foucault proposes that power—in its multiple manifestations in social life—is not only identified in the direct and explicit dynamic of commandment, but also the plurality of forms of subjugation that continue to define in society, the spaces of possible actions (1980, pp. 95-96). A theory of action is challenged to devise the possibility of individuals or groups opening their communal world for perspectives of constructive innovations, rather than perpetuating a seesaw of existing conflicts of political forces.




    Notes on academic literature




    Attending this deadlock, studies in the past decades have searched for indirect insights the work of Arendt can provide to the problem of power denounced by Foucault. Comparing the different conceptions of power between the two authors, Amy Allen (2002) brings attention to Arendt’s interest in a positive view of power as an intersubjective exercise that constitutes the political space. This view could potentially complement a lack in Foucault, who, focusing on a persistent suspicion of power, could have failed to account for collective political actions. Allen calls for an expansion on the review of the constitution of subjects “through the positive, reciprocal, communicative power that emerges out of action in concert” (2002, p. 145).




    Xavier Marquez (2012) contrasts the space of visibility in Arendt with Foucault’s conception of surveillance, noting that, in Arendt, public visibility is precisely what supports a “suspension” of the relations of inequality between those expressing themselves politically, permitting relations of power which are not of domination or determination. By identifying how visibility, in modern conditions, becomes surveillance, Foucault aligns with Arendt’s concern with the loss of public space by the intrusion of social normalisation. Dana Villa (1992, 1996) has also stressed the role of public visibility supporting the suspension of the inequalities of social power relations and opening an agonistic space for deliberation among “equals”—an equality in the level of participation, for it is an equality arising out of the equal possibility of revealing distinctness.




    Closer to Allen and agreeing with visibility as a central supplement offered by Arendt, Neve Gordon (2002) argues that Foucault has not satisfactorily explained “how – theoretically speaking – individuals can resist control” (2002, p. 126), and turns to Arendt’s view on freedom as a “corrective” to Foucault’s oeuvre. For Gordon, the space of public appearance (visibility), in Arendt, is conditioned by the plurality inherent to the life of humans and allows for the intersubjective constitution of one’s identity beyond determinations of power. Gordon, however, concludes that Arendt’s view cannot fully explain why acting in the public space and human capacity for natality solve the problems posed by Foucault. It remains unclear how the new beginnings, which humans are ontologically capable of implementing, escape the chains of power mechanisms in place.




    Purpose and goals




    As many commentators remark, there are important contributions of Arendt’s view of the political in relation to the problem of political freedom in the face of existing power, notably in a dialogue with Foucault, which have not yet been explored at length. Particularly, how visibility or communicative power can constitute sustaining spaces for the self-making and experimentation proposed by Foucault as human possibilities to overcome constraining strategies of normalisation. Therefore, current research may benefit from an organized account of Arendt’s political normativity framework, which simultaneously depends on and allows for freedom.




    To achieve this objective, the dissertation follows normativity as the central element between power and freedom in politics. It critically reviews the problems of determinations by power and the grounding of normative discourse in the conditions of the political space, concentrating on challenges posited by Foucault. With such problems in sight, the research addresses how the work of Arendt can contribute to understanding the implications, for freedom or unfreedom, of the political grounds in which prescriptions operate1. The outcome of the research supports a theory of political normativity that rules out any predetermined prescription as the motor of action, and generates, out of a single positive prescription—we ought to act—, a contingent and contextual framework to organize the human world with sustainable spaces for freedom.




    Structure of the work




    First, the dissertation argues for the importance of understanding relations of normativity at the core of the problems between power and freedom. Then, it attends to Foucault’s influential articulation of constraints to subjectivity and agency. Turning to Arendt, it explores her views on freedom (necessarily combined with her conceptions of action and power), the paradigms she rejects and the threats she identifies in modernity. Following Arendt’s problematization, the normative dependencies of the political and the pre-political spheres are discussed to conclude what forms of normativity, in Arendt, should not be pursued in politics. Finally, the dissertation explores Arendt’s positions regarding desirable constitutions of normativity from political life.




    




    

      

        	1 Some authors (e.g., Canovan, 1994)) call attention to the dangers of misusing Arendt towards contemporary themes, bringing her in a transhistorical dialogue that loses track of specific context she was responding to. Granted the validity of the claim, the dissertation shall not refrain from taking the risk, because its intention is to illuminate and advance thought on a theme, instead of strictly defining the boundaries of Arendt’s original ideas.



      


    


  




  

    SECTION 1




    Normativity: Between Power and Freedom




    1.1 Politics, Power and Prescriptions




    Politics is commonly discussed under the paradigm of rule, taking as its subject matter both the standards for acting in community and the operativity of power relations that make them effective. The modern spirit of politics can be illustrated by Kant’s view that the ruling of a people should be linked to its rational interest when imposing laws upon itself (1996, p. 20). As politics supports meaningful actions that appear and generate effects in the public world, such actions presuppose prescriptions about in what content or form these effects conserve or transform the world. Explicitly or implicitly, it is possible to identify an “ought” (or an “ought not”) guiding deliberations, either aiming at contents (what people should or should not do) or forms (how people should or should not deliberate, resist, or obey).




    Political freedom can be interpreted as acting politically (with others, in public, in matters of plural interest) without subjugation to precedent processes that have determined the course of the action. The challenge to the ability of agents to overcome the boundaries imposed by existing social dynamics refers to the possibility of actualization (explicitly or implicitly) of an “ought” not predefined by expected effects of power strategies. As we shall see, the conception of politics as ruling conceals different potential manifestations of normativity at the heart of political thought and action.
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