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A Timeless Problem – Question 2


Throughout history, there have been those subjected to power and those subjecting others to it. Due to this innate discrepancy in individual’s conditions, people have always been challenging power and imaging new ways in which to go about producing change among the political landscape of a society. Various theorists have offered ways to engage the political and produce fundamental change. Although Gramsci, Mouffe, and Brown all discuss the engagement of the political and the struggle over hegemony, each offers a different way in which men should organize themselves in order to change the structure of society. The succession of these authors over time is illustrated quite clearly as Mouffe draws from Gramsci, and Brown draws heavily from those arguments posed by Mouffe. 


Antonio Gramsci, in his piece “the Modern Prince,” writes as a humanist Marxist as he draws heavily from Marx, yet critiques his conclusions as well. For one, Gramsci disagrees that the political superstructure of the state, in which power is fundamentally located, cannot be simply changed through economic determinism. Rather, the change of the superstructure must originate at the base, for the superstructure, according to Gramsci, is merely a reflection of the base. By altering the base through new interactions and activism, the working class and mass population will be able to challenge and reshape the existing hegemonic power of the ruling elite. Gramsci argues that this change will not occur through economic conflict as Marx so famously asserted, but rather through the “complex element of society [that] cements collective will: the political party” (Gramsci, “The Modern Prince,” pg. 137). Gramsci believed in the ability of associations of the struggling, working class to alter the balance of hegemony in their favor, led in part by ‘organic intellectuals.’ Thus, Gramsci stresses the role of human agencies and interactions as playing key roles in challenging power rather than economic crises which he argued would not undermine capitalism. Furthermore, Gramsci believes that in order to imagine new possibilities for political action that could alter the hegemonic relationships between classes, the change cannot occur due to immense passions or “rapid and lightning movement,” that abolishes the rational, “critical sense […] and can destroy the ‘divine’ character of a condottiere” (Gramsci, “The Modern Prince,” pg. 137). Rather than promoting these quick, passionate actions, which can merely destroy an old system but not aide in “the foundation of new States and new social structures,” Gramsci advocates ‘wars of position’ that are “long drawn out and of organic character” (Gramsci, “The Modern Prince,” pg. 137),  Wars of position institute cultural and ideological collaboration among all social minorities throughout institutions of civil society in order to achieve hegemony, To truly fight against power, the working class must then engage in a long ordeal uniting various democratic struggles in order to produce a popular collective to become the new hegemonic class. Thus, to Gramsci, political parties uniting the social minorities of the working class represent the new center of power rather than the ancient, singular power figure of Machiavelli’s prince. By understanding that power can only be challenged through the drawn out process of forming popular political parties, the masses must discard the notion of economic determinism and passionate action. The mass population must instead imagine politics as hegemony that historically shifts between elites and the working class over long periods of time rather than during quick ‘wars of maneuver’. However, Gramsci does add a stipulation to the ability of the working class to maintain this alteration in the power struggle. For once the working class does succeed in gaining hegemony, the many groups that it united will “break up into its contradictory elements” and liberalism’s weakness, its bureaucracy, will “crystallize the leading personnel [who] exercise coercive powers” creating a new elite, hegemonic class (Gramsci, “The Modern Prince,” pg. 186). This breakup reformulates the elite class, creating a system of fluctuating hegemonic power. Gramsci’s understanding of how to challenge power thus concludes in a warning and critique of the very essence of liberalism, the division of power and the bureaucracy that it creates. 


Chantal Mouffe builds off Gramsci’s idea of offering new ways to challenge power and theorizes her own ideas of how to best engage in political action. She claims that currently, mankind has “an incapacity to think in a political way” and this threatens the future of democracy as it bars men from asking the very questions that are “crucial for democratic politics” (Mouffe, “On the Political,” pg 9). According to Mouffe, power must be analyzed through the ontological lens concerning the political, or the fundamental “way in which society is instituted” (Mouffe, “On the Political,” pg 9). This social landscape is not constituted by the “manifold practices of conventional practices,” but rather by a degree of antagonism that she deems is characteristic of human societies (Mouffe, “On the Political,” pg 8). In liberalism, Mouffe critiques that there exists only a system of thought that utilizes a rationalistic and individualistic approach that does not allow for the recognition of various pluralistic, collective identities. By not allowing for these pluralities to express their inherent differences, states are only allowing their differences and antagonism to proliferate and fester underneath, leading to the eventual downfall of democracy. Thus, in order to understand the political and be able to challenge power effectively, society needs to accept the existence of agonistic pluralism that allows for differing opinions to engage in hegemonic struggle rather than forcing a collaborative identity on everyone. These groups, according to Mouffe, will never be reconciled through liberal rationality, and there will exist a constant “struggle between opposing hegemonic projects” (Mouffe, “On the Political,” pg 21). Accordingly, in order to achieve power, groups must harness and welcome passionate, hegemonic struggles and not blend in to a liberally doctrined consensus. Mouffe, unlike Gramsci, advocates the use of passion in order to prosper over another group’s power struggle and diverge from the conventional sphere of politics. In essence, Mouffe is deviating from the classic Marxist model of economic determination creating class struggle, which is the only antagonism in society. Rather, she supports the idea of a plurality of antagonism in society, centered on other factors such as race, religious, gender, etc. Thus, in order to fundamentally alter “the very configuration of power relations around which a given society is structured” subjects must not view class struggle as the only sphere in which to rebel, but rather understand that all power struggles are equally viable and important (Mouffe, “On the Political,” pg 16). In order to challenge power effectively in our modern society, we must therefore shift our understanding of the political away from liberal ideas that are fundamentally flawed in dealing with the multitude of competing factions. 


Brown, expanding upon Mouffe, discusses key issues of freedom in relation to morality and power. Brown’s primary argument centers on the idea of a post-modern, fragmented world. Although she does not accept this post-modern argument in its entirety, she does work from within the idea of many narratives existing over the idea of a Grand Theory that points to a Truth that can be objectively determined through empirical evidence. Rather than agreeing with the modernist view of politics, she thus believes society is fragmented, with ruptured subjects torn apart through various political mechanisms. By asserting that citizens are no longer under the guidance of a single theory, but are merely subjects to a diverse amount of powers and products of numerous experiences, subjects lose their full sovereignty. No longer are they in control of their lives, as self-interested rational beings, but are compromised individuals at the mercy of a myriad of factors. Once individuals let go of this sense of the individualistic “willing and deliberate I” that has been so supported and glorified by liberalism, Brown contends the populace can take away the power of the liberal state whose purpose it is to uphold these very autonomous rights (Brown, “Exposures and Hesitations,” pg 40). Thus, by accepting that subjects are the mold of various power structures, states lose their supremacy, for the very purpose of their existence, to protect sovereign individuals, has been shattered. The citizens, on the other hand, gain this power, for they now have the opportunity to approach life and view politics from a point outside of the liberal state. As a result of imaging politics from this post-modern viewpoint, the state’s power is transferred from the state to the people.

 Brown also asserts that the mass populace can not only challenge the power of the state by changing their viewpoint on society, but they can also gain individual power by discarding the notion of morality. Morals, according to Nietzsche, “emerge [as a refuge for] the powerless to avenge their incapacity for [power]”, and it this alternative that limits everyone from pursuing power” (Brown, “Exposures and Hesitations,” pg 22). By dropping this moralistic approach to life, Brown contends that men can escape from “slave morality” and have “power, in which the Truth is grasped with power, with the voice of power” (Brown, “Introduction,” pg 46). Thus, by focusing on gaining individual power rather than substituting it for high morals, individuals have the ability to challenge the fundamental power of the state. Brown further contends that for a true shift of the political structure of the state to occur, all groups must share in the struggle for power by independently fighting for it. Brown gives the example of the feminist movement needing to give up its high moral ground for true power if it wants to actually challenge the fundamental structure of the state. This struggle for power draws similarities to Mouffe, who argues the true political is composed of numerous struggles for hegemonic power.  Lastly, she claims that through all these struggles for power that are created by giving up the individualistic element of existence and morality, true freedom can be won. For freedom, in her definition, is a time during which all of mankind can share in the struggle for the power of doing politics. However, in closing, Brown warns that by institutionalizing freedom, men are simply making that state of non-freedoms permanent, for the institution itself “keeps alive a threat that works as domination in the form of an absorbing ghostly battle with the past” (Brown, “Introduction,” pg 8). Thus, although Brown offers so many new ways in which to challenge power and imagine the political, she states that all this freedom that emerges from the newly won power can be lost through the mere institutionalization of politics that occurs in numerous liberal states.


All three theorists thus articulate their own personal views of how to challenge the existing source of power. Each author imagines the political in a unique way that then opens up new possibilities for struggles against power. Gramsci asserts that power is now in the hands of numerous, socially diverse parties rather in the hands of a singular, Machiavellian prince. Mouffe utilizes this argument and augments it by asserting that society must embrace these numerous factions fighting for hegemonic power rather than force collaboration between them as the flawed liberal theory does. Lastly, Brown is able to subsequently expand upon Mouffe by describing how exactly these various individuals and groups attain their power. She argues that by giving up the moralistic approach to issues and the liberal, sovereign notion of individuals, power can be transferred away from the state and into new assortments. All three offer innovative ways to challenge power by necessarily imagining political in a new manner, one which critiques the current, standardized liberal notions that states operate under. Since men have wondered about how to gain power since the dawn of time, it is no wonder that these three theorists spend so much time on the subject as well. 
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