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CHAPTER 8 

De-, Hyper-, or Pseudopoliticization? 

Undoing and Remaking the Demos 

in the Age of Right-Wing Authoritarianism 

Robin Celikates 

1. POLITICIZATION: BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR? 

Until recently, leftist political commentators and theorists seemed pri

marily worried about depoliticization-the tendency that more and 

more important decisions were being taken by experts and bureaucrats 

behind closed doors, framed in terms of the TINA ("there is no alter

native") principle and shielded from political participation and politi

cal contestation. 1 Picking up political tropes going back at least to the 

1960s-and made prominent in, for example, the early work of Jurgen 

Habermas and his critique of the technocratic reframing of essentially 

practical questions as technical ones for which there is an expertise

based way to determine the right answer2-they would lament the rise or 

return of technocratic government and governance and the democracy

undermining effects this depoliticization "from above" would trigger. 

In this constellation, (re)politicization was the name of the game eman

cipatory countermovements were expected to play. 

Today, in what seems a radically different political constellation, 

the worry has shifted. In recent years we all have heard former propo

nents of radical democracy resort to the quintessentially liberal warning 
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concerning politicization: "Be careful what you wish for!" Now, instead 

of depoliticization, politicization or even hyperpoliticization has come 

to be seen as the signature of our age-variously designated as "the 

age of anger," "the populist moment," or the "new authoritarianism." 

Reacting against the socially engineered depoliticization associated 

with neoliberalism and the technocratic (and presumably cosmopoli

tan or multicultural) elites behind it, we seem to be witnessing a back

lash that has taken the form of a massive repoliticization-not the one 

we may have been hoping for but one that fuses the mobilization oflegit

imating reactionary affects "from below" with hierarchically organized 

movements and parties and, in some cases, when they manage to win 

elections, government repression "from above."3 Symbolically, this haz

ardous melange culminated, most recently, in the storming of the US 

Capitol on January 6, 2021, by a mob wearing "MAGA Civil War" shirts, 

carrying nooses and gallows, and shouting treason. Apocalyptic and 

hysterical hyperpoliticization seemed to have turned ordinary citizens 

first into self-proclaimed revolutionaries and then into domestic ter

rorists on the run from the FBI. The insurrectionists could even appear 

as an-admittedly quixotic and unhinged-section of a countermove

ment reacting against the socially engineered depoliticization associ

ated with neoliberalism and the technocratic elites behind it. In this 

context, the mantra of"taking back control" is just another, more ano

dyne name for what is often interpreted as a politicization of issues such 

as migration that have presumably been shielded from excessive popu

lar "input" by liberal policy elites and those who helped them establish 

cultural hegemony.4 

If this is a familiar narrative about the rise of right-wing parties 

and movements of a new type all over the Western world-if we indeed 

have entered a "new era of antidemocratic politics" propelled forward 

by and in turn weaponizing "reactionary populism, nativism, racism, 

and xenophobia'' 5-the equally familiar liberal reaction that recoils in 

horror at how hyperpoliticization strikes back and that frantically tries 

to reassemble the tools of depoliticization clearly falls short. As Wendy 

Brown's masterful analysis of "Neoliberalism's Stealth Revolution" in 

Undoing the Demos and the expansion of this analysis in her most recent 
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writings-especially in In the Ruins of Neoliberalism-show, the lib

eral reaction falls short in at least two ways: It fails to understand both 

that it was precisely the neoliberal "mistrust of the political and dis

avowal of the social" 6 that fed into the rising right-wing authoritarian

ism and how the latter inherits this mistrust and disavowal in ways that 

combine superficial opposition to it with its deep logic of 

economization-cum-familialization in mutating combinations of neo

liberal, traditionalist, nationalist, racist, and protectionist imaginaries 

and policies.7 As a result, liberalism not only fails to recognize the inti

mate connection between neoliberalism and the right-wing backlash, 

it also mischaracterizes the latter by misreading it as a form of (hyper) 

politicization and then turns to the pseudosolution of further depolit

icization, feeding back into the vicious circle it failed to see in the first 

place. 

In what follows, I will build on Brown's diagnosis of the neoliberal 

program of "undoing the demos" and the right-wing reaction to it, and 

propose to distinguish between different forms of depoliticization and 

repoliticization that complicate contemporary discourses of populism. 

On the surface, both left-wing movements such as Occupy and more 

recent right-wing movements in Europe and the United States seem to 

respond to the neoliberal evacuation of the political by employing strat

egies of hyperpoliticization. As a result, commentators such as Colin 

Crouch equated populist movements-both left and right-in terms of 

their politicizing effect, presenting them as potential "refreshments for 

democracy" that would pose symmetrical threats to democracy if not 

suitably mediated. 8 Against such symmetrical interpretations, which 

find their troubling political counterpart in mainstream strategies that 

have significantly shifted the boundaries of acceptable political dis

course and practice toward the extreme Right, while at the same time 

dismissing the radical claims of emancipatory and progressive political 

struggles and movements, I will argue that right-wing populism is better 

understood as mobilizing a dynamic of pseudopoliticization. Bringing 

Brown's work into conversation with recent analyses by Eric Fassin and 

others, I will show how this pseudopoliticization is ultimately anti polit

ical not just in virtue of its "content" but also of its "form." It therefore 
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ends up contributing to the further "undoing of the demos" rather than 

to its "remaking." After saying a bit more about the dialectic of de- and 

repoliticization and how one might diagnose the traps of pseudopoliti

cization without relying on a perfectionist or essentialist notion of pol

itics no longer tenable today, I will return to the scene of politicization 

"from the left" and sketch some implications for the debate about "left 

populism" and the problem of political form, before ending with even 

more rudimentary remarks on what a radical-democratic remaking of 

the demos-a remaking that also presupposes an undoing, albeit a dif

ferent one-might look like. 

First, then, let me return to the diagnosis-the Zeitdiagnose-of our 

age as one ofhyperpoliticization. By calling our attention to the simul

taneity (or only slightly deferred sequence) of the neoliberal "dethron

ing of the political" in neoliberalism and the "open politicization of 

the state"9 as well as of religions values, traditions, morality, and mass 

affect1° at the heart of the right-wing mobilizations of an angry peo

ple, Brown confronts us with the questions of whether and how differ

ent logics of depoliticization, politicization, and repoliticization can be 

accounted for theoretically without falling back into problematic essen

tialist or even ontological assumptions about the political. 

While the depoliticizing logic of neoliberalism is straightforward 

enough and clearly analyzed in Undoing the Demos, "Neoliberalism's 

Frankenstein," and In the Ruins of Neoliberalism, the exact way in which 

"the open politicization" advocated by right-wing movements and par

ties is at the same time depoliticizing and indeed antipolitical calls 

for further elucidation. One element of a response is provided in the 

claim that these movements are "antipolitical" insofar as "they tend to 

denounce whatever goes by the name of conventional politics-its pro

cesses, compromises, institutions, and deliberative spaces,"11 but this 

can be no more than a starting point if the radical-democratic claim still 

holds that politics necessarily exceeds what is conventionally understood 

as politics (its institutionally and formally determined and constrained 

constituted forms). It does, however, already point to an important fea

ture of pseudopoliticization-namely, the desire to abandon and over

come all forms of mediation, self-restraint, and self-reflexivity, and just 
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to "rule" (the German verb durchregieren more forcefully captures this 

dimension of the desire to rule without being hampered by tedious hin

drances). This desire is itself depoliticizing, and ultimately antipolitical, 

as it curtails, undermines, and ultimately destroys the basis of politics

the possibility and legitimacy of political conflict and contestation. It 

is an "anti-politics" precisely because it releases and expresses "a fero

cious will to power in politics" 12 that is unable and unwilling to con

strain itself in the face of a plurality of political subject positions and 

lines of conflict that it sees as either an external threat or an internal 

weakness that needs to be eliminated. And it can only do so in a way 

that seems legitimate and necessary to many because it flows from the 

claim to speak and act in the name of the "true people," its moral iden

tity and traditional values, or just to follow the logic of the game of hege

monic claim-making. 

Analyzing apparent hyperpoliticization as ultimately antipolitical 

pseudopoliticization need not resort to a full-blown perfectionist or 

essentialist notion of politics as might be attributed to Arendt (who val

orizes a certain collective enactment of freedom in public-although 

there are more and less essentializing readings of her account of the 

logic of political action). Rather, such an analysis only presupposes the 

"thin" assumption that the political dimension oflife is tied to the pos

sibility of political conflict and contestation (also and especially about 

the boundaries of the demos), and that these are in turn tied to the 

persistence of political power relations in historically variable forms. 

Politics presupposes a space of (genuine) political alternatives, and as 

a result political decisions can never be simply deduced from facts or 

expert opinions. Presumably pre- or extrapolitical cultural, historical, 

ethnic, and so on determinations of the political community therefore 

stand in contradiction to this fundamental logic of politics that nec

essarily opens up an underdetermined space for political conflict and 

contestation. 

This understanding thus tries to occupy a conceptual ground beyond 

the unsatisfying dichotomy of an ahistorical and essentialist notion of 

the political, on the one hand, and a position that regards the political 

as nothing more than the contingent and historically variable outcome 
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of struggles of politicization, on the other. On this view, it is precisely 

the open-endedness and indeterminacy of the political, the inability to 

draw its boundaries in any clear and lasting sense, that is the charac

teristic of the political. 

Against this foil, the idea that these power relations and thus the 

reality of and need for political conflict can ultimately be overcome by 

grounding the community in a pre- and extrapolitical bond 

that is culturally, historically, or ethnically specified-a bond that is 

seen as clearly demarcating the community and establishing its bound

aries beyond any doubt-appears as the linchpin of the anti-politics of 

the contemporary moment, directed against democracy as the political 

order whose "legitimacy is drawn from exclusively political vocabular

ies and ordinances." 13 

I read Brown's insistence on learning from "Marx's fatal flaw" -

namely, his "neglect of the enduring complexities of political power" 

and the way it mirrors neoliberalism's "inadequate appreciation of the 

political, and especially state, powers that would take shape in the wake 

of dismantled democratic restraints" 14-as well as her reference to how 

this dimension was recognized as inextinguishable in the work of the

orists of the political from Machiavelli via Schmitt (with qualifications) 

to Sheldon Wolin, as a basis for analyzing how what looks like hyper

politicization is in fact not only illiberal and antidemocratic but also 

antipolitical. 15 In the end, it has little to offer in terms of countering the 

dual neoliberal displacement of the social and the political by a combi

nation of markets and traditionalist morals. Instead of genuinely polit

ical actors, forms of agency, and practices, it only manages to conjure 

phantasmatic collectives (the true Americans or Germans) and vari

ous forms of Ersatzhandeln: the pseudo-action and acting out exempli

fied in the storming of the US Capitol. It literally "has nothing else,"
16 

at least nothing else that could count as political or would establish a 

political alternative to the depoliticizing logic of neoliberalism. If this is 

true, however, it suggests that just as much as the content of right-wing 

pseudopoliticization-what it opposes and what it aims at-needs to be 

taken into account, its form must be taken into account as well in order 

to arrive at not only an adequate analysis but also a more complex sense 

of what shape a response to it from the Left should take. 

DE-, HYPER-, OR PSEUDOPOLITICIZATION? 

2. "LEFT POPULISM" AND THE PROBLEM OF POLITICAL FORM 

Brown's analysis of the affective basis and dynamic ofright-wing author

itarianism adds an important layer of complexity to common invoca

tions of anger or a sense of abandonment and desperation in attempts 

to explain what has gone wrong. Especially in the discussion about the 

need for, and prospects of, a left populism, 17 
it often seems as if the affec

tive basis of the authoritarian Right could just as well be the affective 

basis of a leftist, emancipatory political project. (If only Sanders had 

faced Trump, the narrative suggests, most Trump voters would have 

voted for Sanders, but with Clinton as the alternative they were left with 

no choice. Similar stories are told about how those voting for Le Pen 

could only be reached by Melenchon's embrace of national identity. All 

these stories are characterized by a rather speculative political sociol

ogy and an obfuscation of political responsibility.) 

In foregrounding the question "What is the political form of this 

anger and its mobilization?,"18 my sense is that Brown opens up the 

space for a response to the authoritarian backlash that neither falls into 

the neoliberal trap of depoliticization nor advocates what I take to be a 

left populism that is simplistic both in its analysis-a "hydraulic" model 

of society in which affective pressures that are simmering under the sur

face of liberal democracies get agitated by third-way postpolitics and 

can then be tapped into by either the Right or the Left and mobilized 

for a reactionary or an emancipatory project, respectively 19 -and in its 

understanding of what kind of politics this analysis calls for. 

In a first step, it seems crucial to call attention to the different types 

of affect at play here: their differing social and experiential bases, polit

ical valences, and political dynamics (and their potential to be enlisted 

in a dynamic of politicization or to drag us back into the traps of pseu

dopoliticization). With Brown and Fassin20 and against Chantal Mouffe 

it can be argued that ressentiment, rancor, rage, a desire for revenge 

experienced by the historically dominant, and their sense of "aggrieved 

power" in the face of "lost entitlement" are not the same-do not have 

the same bases and do not follow the same political logic or allow for the 

same political mobilization-as anger and outrage at unjust and undem

ocratic forms of exploitation, exclusion, and domination experienced by 
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historically disadvantaged groups. To be sure, there is no sharp and 

stable distinction between regressive and emancipatory affects, and of 

course justified anger and outrage can also turn destructive and even 

disempowering; but this complexity of the political logic of affect should 

not overshadow the important difference that, on many levels, includ

ing that of political affect, acting out of a "sense of abandonment" is not 

equivalent to responding to abandonment, and struggling to maintain 

exclusion and domination is not equivalent to struggling for inclusion 

and emancipation. 

In fact, this is a point Theodor W. Adorno already highlighted in 

a 1967 talk on right-wing radicalism: not actual but anticipated, imag

ined, feared abandonment, a sensed loss of privileges one has come to 

see as natural, is the driving force of this reactionary anti-politics. 21 It 

is not just, or even primarily, the worst off who are voting for Trump, 

Le Pen, and the German far-right Alternative fi.ir Deutschland (AfD), 

and the storming of the US Capitol was not a revolt of the oppressed and 

exploited but of mostly middle-class and in many cases middle-aged 

white people who spontaneously joined several well-organized militia. 

This is not to say that there are no actual problems-such as deindus

trialization, the opioid epidemic, and a growing split between rural 

and urban lifeworlds-that might drive people to turn to right-wing 

authoritarianism, or that they have no legitimate grievances whatsoever, 

especially in a political constellation where the Left has indeed failed to 

effectively address the destruction wrought by neoliberalism. But the 

standard story, according to which right-wing populism and the new 

authoritarianism are best understood and explained as the class revenge 

of those who have been left behind by globalization and no longer feel at 

home in their own country, is both bad social science and legitimating 

ideology, resting on a double confusion between the relative loss of priv

ilege and actual decline, and between a (political and analytical) return 

to class and a return to the white working class.22 

There is another relevant feature of the new authoritarian Right that 

Adorno identified and that drives a wedge into the presumably unified 

phenomenon of populism: the adherents of right-wing populism do not 

attribute the blame for the abandonment they experience and anticipate 

to the structural logic of society; rather, they personalize it and project it 
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onto groups they classify as alien and not belonging. This is why the fun

damental structure of right-wing populism (or better: authoritarianism) 

is not dyadic as is claimed in analyses that see the shared structure of 

right- and left-wing populism in opposing the people to the elite. Rather, 

its structure is triadic, turning the "true people" against the elite and 

against those minorities-today migrants and Muslims in particular

that are seen as infiltrating society, being "coddled" by the establish

ment, and taking away from the "true people" what is rightfully theirs. 23 

However catchy the talk of a populist moment, of the moment of 

populism-as the political strategy of the symbolic invocation and acti

vation of the "real," "true," or "authentic people"-might be, it therefore 

conceals significant differences between the political movements cate

gorized under this label. They neither react to the same problem nor are 

they grounded in or mobilize the same motivations and affects. They 

do not share the same goals, and they do not exhibit the same political 

form. It is simply not the case that-as the idea of a "populist moment" 

suggests-movements that are often characterized as right-wing popu

list-such as the AfD in Germany, the Trump campaign, or the Dutch 

Forum for Democracy-can usefully be grouped together with what 

are sometimes characterized as left-wing populist movements such as 

Occupy, Podemos, or Syriza. Just pointing to a shared mistrust toward 

institutions and other forms of mediation and representation, as well as 

to the desire for participation and "presentism" by those alienated from 

traditional representative politics, and then ascribing a shared logic of 

politicization to these movements-as authors inspired by the work of 

Pierre Rosanvallon tend do to24 -is neither empirically nor theoretically 

and certainly not politically convincing. 

Even if we abstract from the declared aims of most of the right-wing 

movements and parties of today that are hard to categorize as demo

cratic or democratizing, given that they often explicitly aim at exclud

ing racialized subsets of the population and even of the citizenry from 

the political community, their antidemocratic and ultimately antipolit

ical character is mirrored in their political form. It is expressed in and 

informs the way in which they are internally structured (e.g., in hier

archical and vertical rather than horizontal ways, etc.), how they either 

enable or suppress and curtail dissent, reflexivity, and self-critique, and 
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what kinds of strategies of immunization and regressive forms of iden

tity formation they allow for. 

In this context, two theoretical moves that we find in Brown's recent 

work seem especially promising. The first consists in a return to early 

Frankfurt School attempts to theorize the form of fascist and neofascist 

politics. I would add two aspects to Brown's focus on Herbert Marcuse's 

notion of "repressive desublimation" -that is, a form of desublimation 

that involves a "daring and disinhibition (manifest today in Alt-Right 

tweets, blogs, trolling, and public conduct) [that] symptomizes or iter

ates, rather than counters the order's violence and prejudices, as well 

as its ordinary values."25 With Adorno we can get a better sense of the 

"malicious, repressive egalitarianism" of right-wing populism that is 

structured by an all-pervasive "rigid distinction between the beloved 

in-group and the rejected out-group," 26 taking into account the fusion 

between nonliberatory transgression and oppressive submission Mar

cuse tried to capture. 27 And with Leo Lowenthal28 we can see that the 

"false prophets" of the authoritarian Right resemble quack doctors 

whose misdiagnosis only leads to pseudosolutions that prevent the prob

lem-actual, potential, anticipated, perceived, or imaginary economic 

deprivation and "dethronement"-from being adequately framed, let 

alone addressed, displacing it onto another terrain-prominently that 

of anti-migrant and anti-refugee discourse and policy-and leading to 

the replacement of politics by irrational outbursts.
29 

The second move that can be found in the ambivalent epilogue to 

Undoing the Demos is a return to Occupy and the politics of the assem

bly. What remains from this political moment that now seems so far 

away?30 Apart from the lasting achievement of having forced "the gram

mar of the social, including its importance to democracy" back into 

public discourse, 31 the Left inherits from Occupy an awareness that, 

given the history of political struggle and organization on the left, it is 

always a good (and today a particularly urgent) question to ask: "And 

might we also need to examine the ways these logics and energies orga

nize aspects of left responses to contemporary predicaments?"
32 

This 

question is always pertinent, as there is no guarantee that ties the eman

cipatory "content" of movements to the "right form." 
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As I read them, the emphasis on horizontal, pluralist, and inclu

sive (vs. vertical, hierarchical, and uniformity-oriented) structures of 

organization (not just ideologies) and self-reflection within the move

ments of the squares, such as Occupy, the Gezi Park protests in Istanbul, 

and the Spanish anti-austerity movement 15-M, were aimed precisely 

at keeping that question present against the pressures of hegemonic 

or populist politics that privilege politico-aesthetic formations built 

around imagined and artificially produced homogeneity, determinacy, 

and the absence of ambiguity (that are then imagined as naturally given 

and prepolitical). Indeed, we can see these very commitments centrally 

at work in the movements of the squares, as they recognized and tried 

to mirror them in their practice of assembling and in their discourse 

that not only rejected the established politics of "us vs. them" -promi

nently in the refusal of hegemonic discourses of othering (otekile~tirme) 

in Gezi Park-but informed a radical expansion of the repertoire of con

testation and of organization in a prefigurative key.33 

Against this background, both neoliberalism and right-wing author

itarianism can be seen as attacks on the uniquely political project of 

democratic power-sharing within a demos or among demoi, charac

terized by irreducible plurality and heterogeneity. But if this pluralist 

understanding of the political should be at the core of any Left response 

to both neoliberalism and right-wing authoritarianism, what could an 

alternative form of remaking the demos under such conditions look 

like? What should caution us against an all too easy embrace of the idea 

of a left populism is the readily observable tendency of officially anti

essentialist invocations of the "true people" (and presumably that means 

ones that are attentive to the exclusions and marginalizations produced 

by these invocations) to succumb to, and indeed contribute to the esca

lation of, an essentializing and exclusionary dynamic. Actually existing 

"left populism" offers plenty of examples, from the flag-waving La France 

Insoumise to the Italian anti-immigration and Salvini-enabling Cinque 

Stelle to the German movement Aufstehen, whose proponents-presum

ably leftist politicians such as Sarah Wagenknecht and Oskar Lafontaine, 

but also their intellectual sympathizers such as Wolfgang Streeck-do 

not shy away from advocating nationalism, as well as mimicking and 
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thereby endorsing and normalizing right-wing anti-immigrant rhetoric. 

In all these cases, the populist recoding of presumably leftist political 

orientations drives out whatever emancipatory potential these move

ments might have been able to claim in the past. The deeper reason for 

this dynamic can be seen in what Nicholas de Genova characterizes as 

the deep nationalist logic of populist appeals to the "real people" in an 

"us vs. them" register: "All manifestations of populism serve to recapture 

the insurgent energies of emancipatory struggles and entrap the 'com

mon folk' within the borders of the Nation, reinscribing a democratic 

political enclosure whereby human life is subordinated to and subjected 

by the nationalist metaphysics of state power."34 

3. REMAKING DEMOI FROM BELOW 

In a more theoretical vein, the question could then be formulated as fol

lows: If there is a political need to acknowledge and institutionalize as 

far as possible "the open and contestable signification of democracy" 

and find ways to "release democracy from containment by any partic

ular form while insisting on its value in connoting political self-rule by 

the people, whoever the people are,"35 within the forms of organiza

tion and self-understanding of democratic struggles and movements, 

and if these commitments can therefore not just be commitments the 

theorist holds but does not expect to be upheld in practice, what are 

the consequences for thinking about emancipatory politics in the regis

ter of hegemony, populism, and hegemonic populism? My claim is that 

struggles for emancipation "from the left" cannot have the same form 

and follow the same logic as struggles for hegemony "from the right," 

which are evidently not concerned with, and indeed embrace the task 

of, constructing an exclusionary and homogeneous collective subject 

that can serve as the firm ground of affective identification and mobi

lization. Against this background, the need for internal reflexivity or 

other ways of keeping the deep plurality and heterogeneity of political 

subject positions and lines of conflict open is more than a strategic dis

advantage for the Left. 

DE-, HYPER-, OR PSEUDOPOLITICIZATION? 

Maybe we can find cues for an alternative way of undoing the demos 

and remaking demoi from forms of political struggle that question estab

lished notions of"the people" and its boundaries but that might not end 

up embracing a positive vision of"We, the People" in the singular. Does 

their struggle follow the same logic of hegemonic claim-making? Surely 

there are limits to any abstract discussion of this question, but let me, 

in dosing, briefly indicate some reasons for doubting that the answer 

could be a simple yes. 

The struggles and movements I have in mind center on contest

ing existing configurations of the political community and claim the 

need for its reconfiguration from below or from the margins. The prac

tices and theories generated in these struggles point to ways in which 

the processual, conflictual, and open-ended character of politics can 

be defended against the temptations of closure and hierarchical rein

scription into the homogenizing logic of hegemony that the populist 

model advocates. In the contemporary constellation, these are primar

ily migrant and Indigenous struggles and movements. Without pretend

ing that these heterogeneous struggles are unified by a common goal or 

a shared organizational form, they can be seen as standing in the tradi

tion of struggles highlighting that it is often precisely those who do not 

count as citizens, or even as political agents-enslaved people, women, 

workers, colonized subjects, migrants, refugees, Indigenous peoples

who develop new, or rearticulate preexisting, forms of citizenship and 

democracy that promise to be more adequate to our current political 

constellation of disaggregated sovereignty, traversed as it is by trans

national challenges, power relations, actors, and struggles. 

In a settler-colonial context, struggles for self-determination by 

Indigenous and occupied people and peoples clash with the state's claim 

to exclusive territorial sovereignty.36 The radically democratic poten

tial of Indigenous struggles today can be seen precisely in the dual dis

placement of hegemony, which can no longer serve as the privileged 

logic of political articulation, and of the modern nation-state, which 

can no longer serve as the unquestioned terrain for democratic strug

gle.
37 

As a result, Indigenous struggles for self-determination and 

against the colonial and imperial project of the modern nation-state to 
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impose homogeneity and (territorial, cultural, political, legal) unifor

mity escape both the framework of protest and that of dominant notions 

of civility, even if they might appear as "constituent powers" and "civic 

powers" in the plural.38 At the same time, they fundamentally transform 

the very meaning of"self-determination" beyond the bounded and sov

ereign model of the (individual or collective) self toward an acknowl

edgment of the interdependency and relationality of all (human and 

nonhuman) members of the community. 

Similarly, and despite important differences, in a world in which 

nation-states claim a unilateral right to control their borders-both the 

borders of their territory and the borders of membership and belong

ing-migrant and refugee movements challenge a whole way oflife and 

a political imaginary that entirely abstracts from its own structural 

implication in the production of the conditions that violate migrants' 

"right to stay" as well as their "right to escape."39 

These struggles-which are, of course, also struggles for and over 

politicization and the boundaries of the political and which do not 

engage in the abstract celebration of plural subject positions for its own 

sake-seem to be misidentified both in their content and in their form 

when they are interpreted as contestatory responses to the question of 

"who the people really are." The "We" in "We didn't cross the border, 

the border crossed us" and "We are here because you were/are there" is 

not, and does not aspire to be, the same as the "We" in "We, the Peo

ple." Not all political and social struggles of our age can be articulated 

equally well, if at all, in the language of popular sovereignty, of sover

eignty, and of the people in the singular. At the very least, they seem to 

require a radical revision, pluralization, and deterritorialization of the 

demos, of peoplehood and of its internal and external borders-all in 

ways that deeply unsettle the existing terms of the struggle for hege

mony rather than making a move within its narrowly national-populist 

confines. Such nationalist-populist articulations would also miss the 

prefigurative potential that resides in the ways in which these strug

gles challenge and transcend the dominant logic of the nation-state and 

its border regime by developing, resuscitating, and enacting alternative 

forms of political agency, belonging, and solidarity in the here and now. 

In this context, the point is not to find a new vanguard in Indigenous 
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and migrant struggles onto which frustrated revolutionary desires can 

be projected, but to see the collective enactment of denied freedoms, 

the temporary realization of utopian possibilities in the here and now, 

and the practical de-centering of the state for what they are: openings 

of political space that reveal a radical-democratic potential. The ques

tion is, which practices and forms of ,.,m,uLoU<,.VU can accommodate 

rather than repress and conceal this political potential that seems to 

push beyond hegemony? 
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