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W
e a re l i v i ng  at a t ime of 

g reat u n rest, confl i ct a n d  

d o u bt a bo u t  o u r  p o l i t i ca l  

fra mes of refe rence - of confus ion  

rega rd i ng the present a n d  d isor ienta

t ion  rega rd i n g  the futu re . The ra p id  

changes  i n  d i sci p l i n a ry b o u n d a ries  

that  we have  witnessed i n  recent years 

a re g iv i ng  r ise to new scenari os a n d  

perspectives . I n q u i ri n g  i nto how w e  

shou ld  approach these n e w  contexts 

thus  seems i m perative as fa r as the 

i n n ovative potentia l  of the d i sc i p l i n e  

itself i s  concerned . I ncreas i ng ly, there 

i s  a w ide ly  he ld  v iew that theoretica l 

reflection  a n d  the po l i t ica l  dec is ions 

that a re made here and now a re of 

v ita l  i m portan ce ,  s i n ce the des ig n  of 

the po l i t ica l  society of the futu re is at 

sta ke . Th i s  v iew prov ides po l it ica l the

ory ( PT) , as  a cr it ica l  activ ity, with 

more fert i l e  terra i n  than has  h itherto 

been ava i la b l e  to it. The cha l l enge  

before PT i s  to  defi ne  i t s  fu nction  i n  

re lat ion to society a n d  po l i t ica l  p rac

t ice . I n  other words ,  PT must dec ide 

whether i t  should be str ict ly i nterpre

tative, or  whether i t  shou ld  a lso enta i l  

app l i cat ion - both through  theoretica l 

cr it ic ism a n d  n ormative prescri pti on ,  

" , , the principal task is to 

'demythologise' concepts 

or established ideas" , and 

also to see the to-andlro 

movement between ideas 

and beliefs" , , ' 

a n d  th ro u g h  i nfl uence exerted d i rect ly  

o n  soc ia l  and po l i t ica l  rea l i ty and  on  

the 'deci s i on -ma kers'. 

I n  order to i nvestigate PT today, we 

have to c la rify the imp l ic it  confus ion 

that exists between the object and  the 

context in wh ich the activity i s  carried 

out. It tends to be taken for g ra nted 

that PT is reflect ion on democracy and  

l i be ra l i s m .  U s i n g  the  l a n g uage  of  

M ichael  Walzer, we can  say  that PT i s  

c losely l i n ked to  the way of l ife of a pa r

t icu la r  com m u nity, and  that its function  

consists i n  a rticu lat ing that  comm u n i 

ty's self- understand ing  (Wa lzer, 1989) . 

If we take the ' co m m u nity' to mean the 

l i bera l  democratic system ,  we w i l l  have 

a sol i d  contextua l  a rg ument for stating  
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that PT today is basica l ly theory of and  

on democracy and l i bera l ism . I n  today's 

world ,  it is th is  very fie ld  of reference 

that is the d i rect object of reflectio n .  

T h e  purpose o f  th is a rt ic le is  t o  cons id

er  these issues,  focus ing  i n  particu lar  

on the w iden ing  gap  between the  

democratic va l ues our  societies pro

c la i m ,  and the solut ions that (with a 

degree of hypocrisy) they adopt to con

front new pol it ica l  s ituations .  

PO LITICAL THEORY I N  
TI M ES OF TU RB U LENCE 

PT i s  a n  act iv ity, a cond i t ion  a n d  a n  

att i tude,  that a lways exists o n  a sec

o n d a ry leve l . It atte m pts to g ive 

mea n i ng to po l i t ica l  acti ons ,  a n d  it  i s  

th i s  sea rch fo r mea n i n g  t h a t  charac

ter ises its pract ice . A lmost a l l  the 

a uthors that p ract ise i t  and  reflect on  

'what  they  do "  wou ld  share the op i n 

ion  that th i s  cr it i ca l act iv ity i s  d i ffi cu l t  

to de l im i t  properly. 

I be l i eve that the best way to go 

a bout  th i s  i s  to try to devise some sort 

of ' PT Practi t ioner's G u i de'. What  e le

ments wou ld  we h i g h l i ght  as  bei ng  

necessa ry? I n it i a l ly, I wou l d  d iv ide  

th i s  hypotheti ca l 'Gu ide '  i nto at least 

th ree sections : ( i )  the type of a ct iv ity 

i n vo l ved ; ( i i )  t h e  e p i ste m o l o g i ca l  

prem ises (or  conv ict ions)  o n  wh ich  

any  theoret ica l a ct iv i ty m u st be 

based ; a n d  l ast ly, but  no  l ess i m por

ta nt ly, ( i i i )  the context i n  wh ich th i s  

a ct iv ity i s  carr ied out .  

( i )  PT is  an  eminently ana lytical sec

ondary- level activity. Th is means at least 

three th ings .  Fi rst, its task is to question 

that which is taken for g ranted and/or to 

force an expl icit defi n it ion on that which 

is imp l icit, whether th is is done with a 

view to supporti ng a rguments or to 

leg itimis ing activities and i nstitutions .  
Second, practis ing PT always means 

seeking out  the system of  'prejud ices' 

( in the sense g iven to the word by 

Gadamer, 1992) that accompan ies pol it

i ca l  rea l ity a n d  g u ides its act iv ity 

( Parekh,  1968) .  Th i rd,  and by way of 

coro l la ry, PT as an activity a lways has a 

mirror effect. Th is means that when we 

practise PT it is essentia l  a lways to take 

into account the fra me of reference with

i n  which a rgumentation and/or pol itica l 

activity is carried o n .  In short, as an  ana

lytica l activity, it is the result of  the ' l i n 

gu istic turn ' g iven to pol it ical reflectio n .  

Basica l ly, th is means that pol itica l theo

rists must be constantly aware of the 

language used i n  pol itics and of the pol

itics of language ( Pocock, 198 1 ) ,  of its 

usage and semantic changes. 

( i i )  It fo l lows that ep istemolog ica l l y  

t h e  practice o f  PT i nvolves a twofo ld  

a bandon ment : the pretens ion to  objec

t iv ity in the behav iouri st sense (Tay lor, 

1985) ,  and  the tendency to perceive 

rea l ity and proposit ions in terms of 

truth or fa lsehood , in the posit iv ist 

sense.  I n  Gadamer's l ang uage,  we 

wou ld  say that one who practises PT 

must be aware that they ca n not esca pe 

the 'hermeneut ic c i rcle', and that thei r 

own propos it ions and  l ang uage ca n 

(and must) a lso be an  object of ana ly

s is .  I n  th is fra mework, the pri nc ipa l  

task is  to  'demytholog ise'  concepts or  

esta b l ished ideas : to  sepa rate effec

tively, and  a lso to see the to-a nd-fro 

movement between ideas a n d  be l iefs, 

to para p h rase Ortega y Gasset ( 1 976) ; 

to recog n ise that the concepts that we 

use a lways depend on our va lues, and  

a re therefore essentia l l y  contested . 

( i i i )  Lastly, it i s  i ntr i ns i c  to PT to 

refl ect o n  h o w  the  re la t i o n s h i p  

between po l i t i ca l  concepts a n d  the 

chang i n g  structure of soci ety i s  a rt ic

u lated . Th is  exp l a i n s  why the i dea l  

contextua l  fra m ework for pract i s i ng  

PT  i s  per iods of cri s i s ;  moments o f  
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d o u bt about  the status q u o ;  t imes of 

soc i a l  change  - deep socia l  change ,  

such as  we a re witness i ng  today, In  

Ku h n i a n  terms, we cou l d  say that  PT 

g rows fastest i n  ' revo lut ionary '  per i 

ods ,  that i s ,  at h i stor ic moments i n  

wh i ch  the tra d it io n a l  p a ra d i g m s  that 

m a ke u p  the p reva i l i n g  concept ions  of 

the wor ld and l i m it any p rocess of 

po l i t i ca l  l eg i t imat ion  fi rst beg i n  to 

show the i r  ' i n coherences'. Invert i n g  

t h e  a rg u ment ,  w h e n  t h e  deve lopment  

of society a n d  po l i t i cs i s  ' norma l '  ( i n  

the Ku h n i a n  sense) there i s  n o  over

w h e l m i n g  need for PT. As a coro l l a ry, 

it fo l lows that PT ta kes on rea l m ea n 

i n g  w h e n  a g a p  a p pears between t h e  

voca b u l a ry a n d  t h e  rea l ity one  i s  

a tte m pt i n g  to d escr i b e ,  i n  oth e r  

words ,  w h e n  the con ceptua l resou rces 

to leg it i m ate a context of cr is i s  a n d  

p ra ct ica l  d i sor ientat ion a re n o  l onger  

to be fou n d .  From th i s  po int  of v iew, 

PT i s  a n  act iv ity that seeks to g ive 

m ea n i ng a n d  or ientatio n  i n  t i m es of 

confus ion . But furthermore it  performs 

an innovative function in  that i t  seeks 

'Parekh states that 

liberalism has become 

a meta-language which is 

at the same time a 

language like the rest, . . .  ' 

new concepts a n d  pract ica l  or ientatio n  

i n  a per iod that i s  forced t o  abandon 

part of what  i t  had  bel i eved i n  up  u nt i l  

then . '  Sti l l  d raw ing  on the contri bu

t ions of Kuh n ,  the context of PT  can be 

descr ibed as  a context with abundant  

's ituations  of  i n commensura b i l i ty and  

i n coherences'. 3  PT  a lways seeks para 

doxes, i n congruencies,  i n cons istenc ies 

between theory and practice, between 

frames of reference and activit ies .  To 

put it d ifferently, PT is not o n ly devot

ed to i dent ify i ng  prob lems,  cha l lenges 

and  th reats that ca l l  i nto q u estion  the 

frame of reference with i n  wh ich po l i t i 

ca l act iv ity i s  leg i t imated , but more

over i ts  work wou ld  be i n complete i f  i t  
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d id  n ot offer channe ls  for possi b le  sol u 

t ions (th is  i s  its app l i ed function ,  wh ich 

we wi l l  d i scuss below) . 

The conc lus ion  we can  d raw from 

a l l  of the a bove i s  that PT ca n n ot 

esca pe its context. The fi rst iron law, 

i n  th i s  respect, is that there is a c lose 

l i n k  between the p ractice of PT a n d  

the context of confl i ct a n d  i n sta b i l ity 

that i t  seeks to a n a l yse . Without con

flict there are no problems, without 

problems there are no questions, and 

without questions we are missing the 

first main ingredient for the task of 

political theory. PT is not m e re ly  

m ethod ,  i t  i s  not mere ly  the construc

t ion of theory and reflect ion  o n  con 

cepts . Above a l l ,  i t  i s  g u ided b y  prob

lems a n d  conflicts. 

I n  o rder  to ca rry out th i s  act iv ity, 

PT m a kes use ,  e i ther  sepa rate ly  or i n  

com b i nati o n ,  o f  t h e  i n stru ments at  its 

d i sposa l : a rg u ments ,  va l ues ,  con 

cepts, p ri nc ip les  a n d  criter ia ,  t ra d i 

t io n s .  A g l a n ce at t h e  contents p a g e  o f  

a n y  book o n  P T  te l l s  u s  t h a t  most o f  

the  e lements t h a t  a rt icu l ate i t s  u n i 

verse a re d iscuss ions  a b o u t  va l ues 

and p ri n c i p les (just ice,  eq u a l i ty, free

d o m ,  h u m a n  r ights ) ,  co ncepts ( power, 

a uthority, ob l igati o n ,  socia l  contro l )  

a n d  trad i t ions  ( M a rx i s m ,  rep u b l i ca n 

i s m ,  com m u n itari a n i s m ,  l i be ra l i sm ) .  

These resou rces ca n fu l fi l  two 

basic objectives : to i nterpret a n d/or  

a ct and i n te rvene in  rea l i ty and p a rt ic

i pate i n  the  p rocess of socia l  and po l it

ica l  cha n g e .  These two basic o bjec

tives i l l u strate two con ceptio n s  that 

a re held of PT: to i n te rpret and u n der

stan d  pol i t ica l  rea l ity, a n d/or  to i nter

ven e  in it ,  as  app l ied PT. I have 

a l ready made my posit ion c lear  with 

rega rd to th is d i sju nct io n  in the i ntro

d u cti o n .  I w i l l  now go on to descri be i n  

g reater deta i l  what  each o f  these 

o bject ives com p ri ses ,  a n d  I w i l l  

attem pt t o  comb i n e  them rather  t h a n  

tak ing  them separately o r  a s  i ndepen

dent tasks .  I w i l l  ca l l  the fi rst o bject ive 

the hermeneutic conception of the 

a ct iv ity of PT, a n d  the secon d  objec

t ive, the applied conception . I w i l l  a lso 

p ro pose that h e r m e n e u t i c  a ct iv i ty 

i m p l ies the defence of theoretical prin

ciples, whereas the app l ied con cepti o n  

i s  g u ided b y  practical principles . 

The hermeneutic conception tel l s  us  

that  the i n h e rent a im of PT i s  baS ica l l y  

t o  i nterpret, i n  a n  attem pt t o  u n ravel 

facts from the va l u es that surround  

them : to  identify system s  of be l iefs 

a n d  assum pt ions,  but  without stepp ing  

beyond descri ptive a n d  exp lanatory 

a n a lys is .  It i s  based o n  the supposit io n  

that neutra l i nterpretatio n  i s  n o t  poss i 

b le ;  rather, that a l l  interpretat ion i s  

t ied  to  va l ues, ideo log ies a n d  tra d i 

t ions,  a n d  that t h e  task o f  i n terpreta

t ion i s  i n  itself a n  i n evitab le  attitude . '  

I ts  u lt i mate objective i s  to enumerate a 

ser ies of theoretical principles that 

serve to u n derstan d  a n d/or eva l u ate 

the po l i t ica l  rea l i ty, and  g u ide  a n d/or 

cr it ic ise p ra ctice . 

The applied conception i s  based o n  

t h e  conv ict ion  that  a good po l i t i ca l 

theor ist shou l d  a l ways attem pt to 

have an i m pa ct on rea l i ty, a lteri n g  it 

a n d  i m p rovi n g  on it . To p a ra p h ra se 

the  words of d e l  Ag u i l a  i n  h i s  i ntro

d u ct ion  to the spec i a l  i ssue  of the 

Revista Espanola de Ciencia Poiftica 

o n  Po l it ica l Theory, i t  i s  not  ( a n d  rea l 

ly  never h a s  bee n )  t h e  vocatio n  o f  

po l i t ica l theory t o  l ive a p a rt from the 

worl d ,  but  to i nterven e  in  i t  (2000 : 

8 ) . 5  The a rg u m e n t  i s  a s  fo l lows : i f  we 

admit  that its hermeneut ic  a ct iv i ty 

occu rs p ri mar i l y  i n  contexts of ' turbu

l ence ', t h i s  i nterp reta t i o n  o n l y  

a cq u i res m ea n i n g  i f  i t  h e l ps t o  g u i d e  

th i s  change  a n d  ta kes p a rt i n  i t .  I n  

t h i s  sense,  t h e  pr inc ip les  resu l t i ng  



from its a ct iv i ty m u st be practical. 

Accord i ng to th i s  a pp roac h ,  PT seeks 

to p rov ide fra mes of reference for 

po l i t i ca l  a ct io n s  a n d  deci s ions : to offer 

conceptua l  schema to leg it i m ate i n st i 

tut ions  a n d  p ra cti ca l p ri n ci p les  for 

po l i t i ca l  actors ( po l i t i c i ans ,  assoc ia

t ions,  part ies ,  etc . ) .  I n  h is  i ntroduc

t ion  to a spec i a l  i ssue of the j o u rn a l ,  

Dissent, on the state o f  the a rt o f  PT, 

M ichae l  Wa lzer w rites that  were i t  not 

for th is vocat ion  to have a practical 

impact, PT wou ld  become 'end less 

refi nement,  esoteric j a rg o n ,  rom a nt ic  

postu r i n g ,  a n d  fi e rce  i nt ra m u ra l  

po lem ic '  (Walzer, 1989 : 3 3 7 ) . The 

sa m e  stance i s  adopted by Tay lor, for 

whom PT ca n not be d i vorced from 

political action (Tay lor, 1 9 83 ) .  

The essence o f  PT i s  to know how to 

comb ine  these two conceptions .  The 

hermeneutic conception lacks meaning 

unless it offers instruments for applica

tion, and the applied conception lacks 

orientation unless it has a firm inter

pretative basis. Thus, after an i n terpre

tative ana lys is focusi ng  on  theoretica l  

pr inc ip les, the function of PT should be 

to p rovide recommendat ions by means 

of p ractica l  pr i nc ip les .  The task of 

'translat i ng '  theoretical principles i nto 

practical principles is one of the epicen

tres of PT as I understand  it .  U l t imately, 

the pol it ica l theori st is no more than a n  

i nterpreter and  trans lator. 

TH E PT AG E N DA TODAY:  
QU ESTIONING O U R  LIB
E RAL AN D DEMOCRATIC 
FRAM ES O F  RE FERENCE 

Although i n  the 1 980s a n d  1990s the PT 

debate revolved ma in ly  a round l i bera l  

democratic cit izensh i p  and  justice, i t  

was not u nt i l  the m id  1 990s (fo l low ing 

the events of  1989 and  the end of  the 

Co ld  War) that  a new issue was d i rectly 

'The political theorist 

should be able to move 

with ease between what is 

and what ought to be. ' 

i n corporated i nto the PT agenda : mu lt i

cultura l i sm and its i mpact on  the legit i

mating princ iples of democracy and l ib

era l i sm .  Th is  new research programme 

plays the part of  the dominant perspec

tive, in a s im i l a r  way to the debate on 

cit izensh ip: Although we regard citizen

sh ip  and  m ult icu ltura l ism as  the two 

dominant  ana lytica l perspectives, there 

is a n  assumed backdrop that the PT of 

the beg i n n i ng of the new century shou ld 

start to d iscuss/ Th is  backdrop consists 

of two e lements :  

1 .  The tri u m ph of l i bera l i sm, o r  l i b

e ra l i sm a s  the new i ron cage, 

hegemon i c  in the G ra mscia n  sense,  

and the abso l ute standard for eva l u a 

t io n .  I n  t h e  l anguage I have been 

us i ng  up to n ow, we cou l d  say that l i b 

e ra l i sm a cts as  the d o m i n a nt sphere ,  

as  i t  i s  t h e  context, t h e  object and  the 

fra m e  of  refe ren c e  for PT. Th i s  

o m n ip resence i s  such that i t  n ot possi 

b le  t o  p ra ct ise PT outs ide th i s  ' u n d er

sta n d i n g  c i rc le ', to use a Gadamer ian  

express ion . Parekh  states that l i be ra l 

i s m  h a s  beco m e  a meta - l a ng u a g e  

wh ich i s  at t h e  same t ime a l a n g u a g e  

l i ke t h e  rest, the a rb iter of how a l l  t h e  

other  l a n g u ages m u st address each 

other, that i s ,  a sort of measure that is  

the measure of a l l  currenc ies .  I n  eco

nomic terms we would say that l i bera l 

i sm has  become t h e  g o l d  sta ndard .  

L ibera l is m  i s  the m a i n  e lement that 

alienates the PT debate . 

2. Eth n ocentris m . It i s  a h i g h l y  eth 

nocentr ic ,  ' p rovi n c i a l '  PT, i nasm uch a s  
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it h a s  rejected 'the other'  ( i . e . ,  non

Western )  o pt i o n s .  It  i s  a l so  very 

patern a l ist ic ,  as  i t  be l i eves that the 

va l ues it  uses for i ts  a rg u m ents a re 

a p p l i ca b l e  to other  contexts . Debates 

tend to be carried on with a set of 

assumed va l ues that a re deeply root

ed i n  o u r  i l l u strated trad i t i o n ,  wh i ch  

tends  to  perce ive h eterogene ity a n d  

d i vers ity i n  terms of ' a no m a ly '  a n d  

confl i ct .  T h u s ,  PT today q uestio n s  o u r  

own h i stor ica l cou rse . 

I n  th i s  fra mework, we cou l d  say 

that  in  these o pe n i n g  yea rs of the new 

centu ry, a lthough  c i t ize n sh i p  and m u l 

t i cu l tu ra l i s m  cont i n u e  t o  b e  t h e  d o m i 

n a n t  a n a l yt ica l perspectives, t h e  type 

of a n a lys is  that i s  forthcom i n g  tends 

to shun the preva i l i n g  deductive a n d  

u n iversa l i st i c  methods,  a n d  rega rds 

i nference a s  one  of the most  su i ta b l e  

m eth odo log i ca l  resou rces t o  g u i d e  

a rg u ments a n d  b u i l d  theories .  Th i s  

p ra ct ica l  recou rse t o  i nference has  

two m a i n stays : t h e  p l u ra l i st i C  

a p p roach  a n d  t h e  co n textua l i st 

a p p roach . Both a re u n d o u bted l y  con 

tri but ing  n e w  resea rch l i nes w ith i n  the 

d o m i n a n t  p rog ra m mes of c it izensh i p  

a n d  m u lt icu l tura l i sm . The pluralistiC 

approach q u estions  the a rg u ment  that 

homogene i ty i s  normal  and h etero

gene i ty a b n o rma l ,  an a rg u ment  that 

i s  strong ly  conso l i d ated in many of 

our po l i t i c i a n s '  d iscou rses ; the con 

textualist approach a l so stresses that 

a rg u me nts ca n n ot be va l i d  u n l ess 

they take contextua l  fra m eworks i nto 

account .  It  i s  the context that g ives 

m ea n i ng to the m a i n  concepts a n d  

a rg u ments .  The boundaries  of th i s  

context m u st be f ixed by the  po l i t ica l 

theori st h i m se l f. It a cts a s  a fra me of 

refe rence and a consta nt generator of 

m ea n i n g s .  Th is  context ca n be a geo

g ra p h i ca l  reg i o n ,  a h i stori ca l  per iod or  

a pa rticu l a r  s ituati o n .  

POLITICAL THEORY AS 
TH E MANAG E R  OF THE 
DESI D E RATA OF SOCI ETY 

The d i st i n g u i s h i n g  featu re of PT is i ts 

normat ive and i n st ituti o n a l  a pproach . 

It corresponds to the concept ion of a n  

activity with its o wn ends . 

PT i s  a rt i cu lated pri m a ri l y  th ro u g h  

values, principles and criteria, a n d  

th roug h  t h e  i n st itut ions  that  p romote, 

p rotect a n d  d i str i bute them . The n o r

mative a p p roach assumes the i n d iv i s 

i b i l i ty of facts and  va l u e s .  I ts  g ra m 

m a r  a n d  t h e  log i c  i t  fo l l ows a re there

fore very d i fferent from behav iou ri st 

l a n g u a g e .  I ndeed , one of its tas ks i s  

t o  i nfer from facts a l l  t h e i r  i m p l ic i t  va l 

u e s .  Th i s  methodo log ica l  recou rse to 

i n ference is one  of its d i fferent iat i n g  

chara cter ist ics .  It  atte m pts t o  extract 

a system of j u st if icat ions  from each 

fact, a ct io n  or  i n st ituti o n . Th i s  system 

can be used descr i pt ive ly  a n d/or  for 

exp l a nati o n ,  but  most ly it i s  u sed pre

scr ipt ive ly and for eva l uati on . Th i s  

exp la i n s  w h y  n o rmat ive PT i s  at  its 

most pert i nent  when i t  ente rs the ter

ra i n  of what ought to be, of the des i r

a b l e .  The ch ief tas k  of PT i s  to m a n 

age  the desiderata o f  society. 

If we ta ke a c loser look at th is  

approach,  we n ote that  a l l  normative 

theories rest o n  part icu l a r  conceptions  

of the person ( a nthropology) ,  and  that 

they attem pt to propose i n stitutiona l  

mech a n isms that  a re congruent with 

such conceptions .  I n  fact, I cons ider  

that  the  re l a t i o n s h i p  betwee n  the 

a nth ropo log ica l  concept ion  and the 

proposa l for i n stitutiona l  a rrangements 

may be one of the ep icentres that 

endow th is  normative approach with 

mea n i n g .  I n  th is  respect, normative 

theory i s  governed by the principle of 

congruence between the concept ion of 

the person and how society and po l i t ics 



a re a rt icu lated . I n  its reflect ions on  

procedu res and  i n stitutions ,  it i s  i nter

ested a bove a l l  i n  ana lys ing  the pr i nc i 

p les (justice, eq ua l ity, freedom,  h u m a n  

needs, h u m a n  r ig hts, etc . )  that justify 

the ir  existence and  leg it imate the ir  

act iv ity. Thus  it  i s  concerned bas ica l l y  

w i th  the criter ia for the leg it imat ion of  

i n stitutions .  

Perha ps th i s  normative approach i s  

best s u m m ed u p  by the  fo l lowi n g  

words  from P lamenatz : ' By po l it ica l 

theory I do n ot mean exp l a n at ions  of 

how g overn m ents fu n ct ion ; I mean  

systemat ic th i n ki n g  a bout  the pu rpos

es of g overnment' ( 1 960 : 3 7 ) . Th i s  

m ea n s  that  PT i s  e m i n ent ly  goa l  seek

i n g ,  and that  its attent ion  i s  focused 

o n  the u lt imate va lues  that leg it i mate 

a n y  po l it ica l act iv ity. Its task is there

fore eva l u at ive rath e r  than  str ict ly 

exp l a natory. As we a l l  know, Raw ls  

was one  of the fi rst to  u n derta ke th i s  

sort of a n a lys is ,  a n d  to open u p  an  

i m po rtant  d ebate o n  compat i b i l i ty 

between the pr i nc ip les of freedom a n d  

eq u a l ity, o f  j u st ice a n d  i m part i a l ity i n  

po l i t i ca l  dec is ions ,  a n d  s o  o n .  A l l  these 

issues a re what  today m a ke up the 

normative debate .  

Cont i n u i n g  w i th  t h i s  n o rm at ive 

s la nt,  we can d iv ide the norm ative 

approach i nto reflect ion on  pri n cip les 

( freedom,  equ a l i ty, r ig hts, etc . )  a n d  

reflect ion o n  the i n st itutiona l  a rra nge

ments that a re put in  p lace in  o rder  to 

app ly these pri nc ip les .  I n  th i s  case, 

the normative approach i s  based not 

o n  pri nc ip les but on i nstitutions .  Th us  

normative PT is also an institutional 

reflection. It  is concerned with facts, 

with that wh ich  ex ists . It  treats i n st i 

tutions  as dependent va riab les .  From 

the perspective of i n st itutions ,  i t  i s  

conce rned w i t h  i n fe rri ng  t h e  gene ra l  

pr inc i p les that just ify t h e  ex istence of 

these facts a n d  i n st itut ions ,  a n d  the i r  

'The interesting feature of 

the present 'moment' 

is that it adds question 

marks to facts, concepts 

and beliefs that we took 

for granted only a 

few years ago . . .  ' 

a ct iv it ies th rough  p u b l i c  dec is ions a n d  

po l i c ies .  It i s  a l so i nterested i n  h i g h 

l i g ht ing  t h e  key concepts a n d  pri nc i 

p les  that  l eg it i m ate i n st itut ions  and  

g u i d e  the i r  a ct iv it ies . Therefore ,  th i s  

a pproach wou ld  i nc l ude  both the leg it

i m is i ng  a n a lys is  of i n stitutions  and the 

theoretica l a n a lys is  of p u b l i c  po l i c ies .  

So fa r we can i nfer that  PT i s  pr i 

mari ly  a n  ana lytica l and  conceptua l  

task l i n ked d i rect ly t o  pol i t ica l  and  

soci a l  rea l i ty.s It addresses the ' complex 

issues', the top ics of h i gh  pr iority on the 

pol it ica l  and socia l  agenda,  attempting  

to u nta n g l e  e l ements that  appear  

l i n ked or  m ixed i n  pract ice .  Its ma in  

interpretative task  is ,  therefore, to  try 

to g ive mea n i ng and  c larity to p ract ical  

events or  facts that confuse and d i sor i 

ent .  In  order to ca rry out i ts activity it 

b ri ngs i nto p lay, as  we have see n ,  a rg u 

ments, va l u es, pri nc i p les, foundat ions 

and concepts, and app l ies them to the 

rea l ity it i s  seeki ng  to ana lyse on  a sec

ondary leve l ,  tackl i ng  that wh ich i s  

ta ken for g ra nted ,  received ideas, the 

system of bel iefs and ' myths'  that a rtic

u lates our society. I n  this sense, its task  

cou ld  be described as  desanctifying, 

disenchanting i n  Weber ia n  terms .  

A longs ide th is  hermeneutic activity, its 

function  i s  a lso prescriptive, i nasmuch 

as it assumes that it i s  poss ib le  to pass 

from what is to what ought to be. I n  
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th is  case, what ought to be enables it to 

formu late cr it ic isms of what is, a n d  g ive 

it  recommendations .  The pol it ica l theo

r ist shou ld  be ab le  to move with ease 

between what is and what ought to be. 

We can say that what is constra i n s  

what ought to be, and  what ought to be 

enab les the theori st to crit ic ise a n d  

a lter what is. Without th i s  d i a l ectica l  

mot ion,  PT would lose a l a rge part of its 

potenti a l  as a 'generator of i nnovation '. 

T H E  I N NOVATIVE 
POTENTIAL OF PT AS 
LOCAL KNOWLEDG E 

I often d o  a n  exercise i n  c lass  that  

leads  to a reflect ion  o n  the p rob lems  

that  concern PT  toda y. F i rst we write 
o n  the b l ackboa rd the cu rrent  p rob

l ems  that  face society a n d  po l i t i cs .  

The who le  c l ass j o i n s  in  to d etermi n e  

t h e  m a i n  concepts ( e . g . ,  freedo m )  

a n d  re lati o n s h i ps between concepts 

( e . g . ,  the relati o n s h i p  between free

dom and secu rity, especi a l l y  in  the  

wa ke of 11  Septe m ber 200 1 ) ,  and  

then  we p roceed to c l a s s i fy a n d  

o rg a n i se these categor ies . I n  recen t  

yea rs we have a l m ost a lways reached 

the  same con cl us ion . Al most a l l  the  

bas ic  i ssues of o u r  t imes have to d o  

w i t h  t h e  va rious  a spects o f  m u lt icu l 

tu ra l i sm a n d  d i str i butive j u st ice . It  i s  

a l so fou n d  t h a t  the  so lut ions  t o  most 

p rob lems can n ot be left in the h a n d s  

of a few States, but  m u st be the resu lt 

of i n teract ion  between State s .  These 

a re the issues that  PT a d d resses, the  

prob lems a n d  confl i cts that  cast  d o u bt 

o n  o u r  l i bera l  a n d  d e mocrat ic  fou n d a 

t i o n s ,  t h a t  d i rect ly  a ffect the sta b i l ity 

of society a n d  ca l l  i nto q u estio n  the 

capacity to dea l  w ith th ese new i ssues 

w ithout  v io lat ing l i be ra l  and d emocra 

t i c  p ri nc i p l es .  I n  short,  o n e  of  the 

g reatest cha l l enges for PT i s  that of 

ident i fy i n g  and denounc i n g  contra d i c

t ions  between democ rat ic  a n d  l i bera l  

va l u es ,  based o n  h u m a n  r ights ,  a n d  

t h e  p ra ct ices o f  those States that con 

stant ly  v io l ate these r ig hts p rec ise ly  i n  

the n a m e  o f  these va l ues .  I n  th i s  

fra m ework, i t  i s  beco m i n g  i ncrea s i n g 

l y  c lear  t h a t  the fu nct io n  of P T  i s  t o  

h i g h l i g ht the  occurrence of  p a ra d oxes 

(Wh ite,  2002 : 474),  contra d i ct ions ,  

i ncoh e re n ces and  i n co m m e n s u ra b i l i 

t i e s  ( K u h n ,  1 9 6 2 ;  2 0 0 0 )  between 

pra ct ice and  p ri n Ci p les .  

Thus ,  I wou ld  be i n c l i ned to  say  

that ,  accord i n g  to the conceptio n  I a m  

defe n d i n g ,  the cha l l enges o f  PT a re 

those of po l i t ica l  society today. But  

turn i n g  for a moment  to PT as  a d i sc i 

p l i n e ,  i t  i s  c lear t h a t  m ost research 

prog ra m mes at p resent  a re based o n  

t h e  fol l ow ing  tri ang le ,  rega rded a s  the 

d o m i n a nt a n a lyt ica l context : c i t ize n 

s h i p  / m u lt icu l tura l i sm / l i bera l  democ

racy. Each of the components of th is  

re lati onsh i p  m u st be cons idered in  a l l  

its d imens ions  a n d  levels o f  a n a lys is .  

With i n  th i s  context, a n d  i n d eed gener

a l l y, most of the  theoretica l l i te rature 

formu l ates a rg u ments to conso l i d ate 

a n d/or  cr it ic ise the modern para d i g m  

centred o n  t h e  u n b re a k a b l e  l i n k  

between the State, the nat ion  a n d  c it

i zens h i p  (Za pata - Berrero,  2 0 0 1 a ;  

200 1 b ) .  D iscuss ions  a re now beg i n 

n i n g  t o  cons ider  cu ltura l  d i vers i ty a n d  

p l u ra l is m  a s  the  ru l e  rather  t h a n  t h e  

exceptio n . 9  M ost of t h e  theoretica l l it

erature had assumed the need for 

society to be homogeneous i n  order to 

j u st ify a n d  support po l it ica l structu res 

( Pa re k h ,  2 00 1 ) .  N owadays ,  t h i s  

ass u m pt ion  i s  u n d ergo i n g  d i rect a n d  

thoro u g h  revis ion . After the  events o f  

1 1  September  2001  a n d  t h e  r ise o f  

popu l i st o ptions  with d i scou rses that 

focus o n  the l i n k  between i m m i g rat ion  

a n d  i n secu rity, some now hera l d  the 



end of the Age of M u lt icu l tura l i sm (the 

1 990s)  and the beg i n n i n g  of a new 

'conservative' phase ( Ll oyd , 2002) . 

New research l i nes w i l l  con so l i d ate 

preci se ly these debates, a n a lytica l l y  

c la rify i ng  certa i n  cu rrent  pO ints of con

fus ion ,  for exa mp le  that i m p l ic i t  in  the 

m a nagement of cu l tura l  p l u ra l i sm and 

the m a nagement of re l ig i ous  p l u ra l 

i s m .  N e w  l i n es w i l l  a lso be traced to 

con nect ex ist i n g  d i mens ions  i n  each of 

the i r com ponents . One exa mp le  wou ld  

be the con nect ion between m u lt i na

t i o n a l i ty, i m m i g rat i o n ,  d e m oc ra cy, 

h u m a n  rights ,  l i bera l ism and  secur ity. 

From the v iewpo i nt of methodo log

ica l  ' i nnovatio n ', a pp roaches based on  

i n fe rence w i l l  be re i n forced,  i n  a n  

attem pt t o  work from specif ic contexts 

a n d  to d ra w  from them as many cate

gories a n d  as much  i n format ion as  

possi b l e  i n  the form of p ri nc ip les ,  con

cepts a n d  va l ues, a n d  so proceed to 

norm ative a n d  i n st itut iona l  reflectio n . !O 

I n  t h i s  fra mework ,  the  p l u ra l i st i C  

( Pa re k h ,  2 0 0 0 )  and  context u a l i s t  

(Carens,  2000)  perspectives have on ly  

j u st beg u n  to  y ie ld  the i r fi rst resu lts . 

Both of these new approaches share 

the Rort ian  conv ict io n  that i t  i s  not 

poss ib l e  to fi nd  an 'Arc h i medes'  Poi nt'  

that would enab le  u s  to posit io n  o u r

selves outs ide  specif ic contexts a n d  at 

the same t ime eva l u ate po l i t ica l  sys

tems or  med iate between confl i ct i ng  

va l ues ( Rorty, 1989 ) .  I n  short, i t  i s  

c lear  that  the rap id  soc ia l  changes we 

a re experienc ing  a re confront i ng  po l it

ical theor ists with new contexts that 

demand ( i n deed , demand  of us) e ither 

com p l etely new m ethodo log ies or  a 

c loser look at ex ist i ng  ones such as the 

i n du ctive strategy. I n stead of worki n g  

fro m theor ies  a n d  p rov i n g  them 

e m p i ri ca l l y, PT  i s  beco m i n g  conso l idat

ed a s  local knowledge (Geertz, 1994) . 

I wou l d  a l so l i ke to say that I share 

the d i ag nos iS  set forth by W h ite i n  the 

August 2002 issue of Political Theory, 

where we a re rem inded of the fo l low

ing u rgent  top ics,  among  othe rs : the 

l i bera l  com m itment to p l u ra l i sm ,  ta k

i n g  i nto account  its new forms;  the 

p l aneta ry penetrat ion  of cap ita l i s m ,  

generati n g  a n ti - g l o ba l i sat ion  move

ments a s  a rea ctio n ;  the d ifficu lt ies 

that democracy and the creat ion of 

democrat ic pub l i c  spaces a re enco u n 

teri ng  (2002 : 475-6) . I wou ld  add a 

fou rth e lement  to the l i st, one  repeat

edly d i scussed by Pa rekh (see e . g . , 

200 1 :  742-6) : a ser ious attempt to 

co n struct an alternative language . 

Th i s  d i scou rse wou ld  ta ke root not 

on ly in opposit ion to the reig n i ng u n i 

versa l i s m  (especia l l y  because i t  enta i l s  

cu l tura l  homogene ity i n  its p l anetary 

app l icat io n  or i n  cu l tura l ly d iverse con 

texts) b u t  a l so aga i nst a n y  monocu l 

tura l  w a y  o f  con ce iv ing  t h e  worl d .  

CONCLU DING REMARKS: 
T H E  ' M O M E NT' OF 
POLITICAL TH EORY 

As we have see n ,  PT goes a g a i nst the  

f low somewhat ,  i n  the sense that  

v i ta l i ty a n d  expa ns ion  i n  th i s  d i sci p l i n e  

occu r i n  t i m e s  o f  cri s i s  a n d  confl i ct .  

For PT, confl i ct i s  n ot o n l y  t h e  m a i n  

o bject o f  study, b u t  its a rea i s  a l ways 

to be fou n d  o n  the  edge of the l i bera l  

democrat ic  system .  S o  m u c h  s o  that  

we can state that PT i s  a perma nent  

reflect ion  o n  l i bera l  a n d  democrat ic  

theory, our  con sc ience a s  a society 

a n d  a way of orga n i s i n g  o u rselves 

po l it ica l l y. It  i s  pa rt i cu l a rly  i n terested 

in strong conflicts, rath e r  than  the 

weak conflicts that  can be sorted out  

by the system i tse l f  a n d  do  not cast 

doubt on its cons i stence or cohere n ce ,  

i t s  sta b i l ity a n d  permanence thro u g h  

t i m e .  Th u s  i t  i s  the tas k  o f  P T  to 
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a n a lyse the ca usa l e lements of soci 

ety, a n d  of changes  of parad i g m .  

Moreover, PT cons i sts n ot o n l y  i n  i den

t i fy i n g  these  deep confl i cts but a lso 

expresses a n  awa reness that the so l u 

t i o n  t o  these confl i cts m u st i nvolve 

structura l  change ,  soc i a l  and po l it ica l 

tra nsformations .  

Th us ,  i t  i s  i nterested i n  descri b i n g  

a n d  a n a lys ing  revo l uti o n a ry c h a n g e  a s  

opposed t o  n o r m a l  change ;  stro n g  

change  such  as  t h a t  descr ibed b y  

Ku h n  - i n  other  words, those aspects 

that i nvo lve changes in p a ra m eters, 

concepts a n d  not ions ,  s i nce the o ld  

para meters a re of l i tt l e  use fo r the 

pu rposes of exp l a i n i n g  the new rea l i 

ty ; t h e  fact o f  be i n g  i n  a state o f  ten 

s i o n  between traditional conceptual 

resources a n d  new problems, wh ich  

poses h itherto u n form u lated q ues

t i o n s .  Th u s ,  resea rch  p ro g ra m mes 

deve l o p  a s  e l e ments of structu ra l 

change  a p pea r. I n  Pocock's terms, we 

ca n a lso say that PT seeks to l ocate 

t h e  e l e m ents  t h a t  s h a p e  h i sto r i c  

' mo m ents'. T h e  i nteresti ng  featu re o f  

the present ' moment '  i s  t h a t  i t  adds  

q u est ion m a rks to  facts, concepts and  

be l iefs that  we too k  for g ra nted o n l y  a 

few yea rs a g o ;  it poses q u estio n s  that 

former generatio n s  cou l d  n ot even 

have i m a g i n ed .  Ca ptu r i n g  these  

' moments'  i s  one  of the most  i m por

ta nt  tasks of PT. Fo l l ow ing  this l i ne ,  we 

ca n say that i n n ovat ion  in  PT today 

has  two channe l s  to exp lore : i t  ca n 

pose new q u estions ,  o r  it ca n ask  

itse l f  o ld  q u estion s  but com e  u p  with 

new a n swers . 

From the contextua l  v iewpo i nt ,  i t  

i s  a lso worthy of reflect ion  that the PT 

d ebate i s  bei n g  E u ro pea n i sed , i n  two 

senses of the word , i . e . ,  the l a n g ua g e  

i s  more E u ropea n a n d  t h e  i s s u e s  a re 

those that affect E u rope most d i rectly. 

We m u st therefore try to reflect o n  

t h e  need t o  construct n o t  o n l y  a 

European PT but  a lso a PT on Europe .  

It  i s  a fact t h a t  PT, l i ke so many other 

a reas ,  i s  d o m i n a ted by Amer i can  

a ca de m i a . Th i s  i s  n ot negative i n  

itself. N everthe less,  we s h o u l d  at least 

stop to th i n k  a bout  the confus ion  that  

a rises in  l a n g u a g e  prec ise ly  beca use 

of attem pts to a pp ly  the resu lts of  

reflect i ons  ta k i n g  p l a ce in  E u rope 

us i ng  a n  Ameri ca n contextua l  frame

work .  H owever, that  i s  a n  i s sue  for 

a nother paper. 

Notes 

1 There a re a n u m ber of d i sperse reflections ,  
but noth i n g  we cou l d  reg a rd as  a ' reference 
work'. Writers who come close inc lude D .  M i l l e r  
a n d  L .  S iedentop ( 1983 ) .  We wou l d  a lso men
t ion  work  by D .  He ld  ( 1 99 1 ) ,  R .  Be l lamy 
( 1993 ) ,  A .  V incent ( 1 997) ,  T. Ba l l  ( 1 995) ,  N .  P. 
Ba rry ( 1 995) ,  P. Pettit ( 1 99 1 )  a n d  K .  von 
Beyne ( 1 994) ,  among  others . 

2 Th is  is one of the d i fferences betwee n  'nor
m a l '  a n d  ' revo lut ionary '  deve lopment accord
ing to Ku h n .  See, in p a rt icu l a r, Kuhn ( 1962) ,  
and ,  for a n  exa mple ,  Kuhn ( 2000 : 1 2 1 ) .  

3 For Kuhn ,  ' i ncohere nces' a re i nd i cators of 
revo lut ionary change ( 2000 : 4 1 ) ,  i ncommen
sura b i l i ty, a n  extreme s ituat ion i n  wh ich a rad 
i c a l  d ivorce occu rs between conce pts a n d  l a n 
g u a g e ,  on  t h e  one h a n d ,  a n d  the rea l ity that 
g ives them mea n i n g ,  o n  the other (see, for 
exa mp le ,  Kuhn ,  2000 : c h .  2 ) .  

4 Note, i n  t h i s  rega rd ,  Ba l i 's suggestive state
ment :  'the dec is ion to i nterpret o r  not to i nter
pret i s  not an option open to h u m a n  be ings '  
( 1995 : 7 ) .  

5 See, among  others, t h e  works o f  t h e  Span ish  
po l i t i ca l  theorists Va l lespin ( 1 992-1995)  and  
Ma iz  ( 200 1 ) .  

6 Th is  wou l d  expl a i n  the i nfl uence sti l l  exerted 
by the works of Kym l icka ( 1 995) ,  who suc
ceeded i n  l i n ki n g  the two main forces d riv ing  
the PT d ebate i n  the 1 9805 a n d  1 9905 .  



7 I base my a rg u ments i n  part on Pa rekh 
(200 1 :  739-4 1 ) .  

8 This  i s  the m a i n  perspective o n  PT p rovided 
by M i l ler  and  S iedentop ( 1 983 ) .  

9 I n  th is  respect, the va r ious works o f  Req u ejo 
a re suggestive materi a l .  See, among others, 
his l atest edited book (200 1 ) .  

10  Some fi rst refl ections o n  these issues have 

desde la estructura, Barcelona, Paid6s, 2002] .  

Kym l icka, w. ( 1 9 9 5 ) ,  Ciudadania multicultural, 

Barce lona ,  Pa id6s .  

L loyd,  J .  (2002) ,  'The E n d  of M u lt icu l tura l i sm', 
New Statesman, 27 May, p p .  2 1 - 2 3 .  

M a i z ,  R .  ( ed . )  ( 2 00 1 ) ,  Teorfa politica contem

por/mea, Valenc ia ,  Ti rant  Lo B lanch . 

been made by A. Favel l  a n d  T. Modood (2003) ,  M i l l e r, D .  a n d  L Siedentop (eds)  ( 1 98 3 ) ,  The 

on app l ied pol it ical  theory a n d  m u lt icu l tura l i s m .  Nature of Political Theory, Oxford ,  C larendon 
Press .  
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