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“To be able to call an unchecked and deregulated 

free market economy, a ruthless no-holds-barred 

opposition to communism, a right to intervene, 

militarily and otherwise, in countless sovereign 

nations and their internal affairs – to succeed in 

calling all this democracy was an incredible feat 

(Ross, 2012).” 

What is the meaning of democracy? Does it have a single, 

stable meaning that means the same thing to everyone? The 

answers to these questions is, of couse, „no‟ but the means and 

reasons by which the word varies from the basis of this book. 

Papers are included from a number of prominent public 

intellectuals, including Giorgio Agamben, Jacques Rancière 

and Slavoj Žižek. This range of authors is both the best aspect 

of the book and the source of its biggest flaw: the authors 

include philosophers, political scientists and scholars of the 

humanities. Multidisciplinary approaches are much to be 

applauded but can pose problems with respect to difference 

epistemological approaches. This problem is compounded in 

the current case by the fact that the authors are so prominent 

they can scarcely be expected to go through the indignity of 



double-blind peer review and even the editing has taken a 

light touch. The result is that the various papers vary quite 

considerably in terms of length, detail and value. It is perhaps 

telling that the contributors are equally listed as authors, rather 

than the more common approach of having one or more 

editors take responsibility for the manuscript with a view to 

ensuring some uniformity of method. The original French 

publisher explained in a foreword the nature of this approach: 

“Contributors to a number of editions of La 

Révolution surréaliste in the 1920w were requested 

to find something new to say about topics on which 

it seemedat that time that everything sayable had 

been said – love, suicide, the devil‟s bargain, things 

like that. Nevertheless, by casting intersecting 

beams, the answers they received from Artaud, 

Crevel, de Naville, Ernst, and Buñuel did succeed in 

throwing the chosen topics into high relief. This 

quality of illumination can still surprise us, close to a 

century later (p.vii). 

There is a great deal of work that is admirable here. To begin 

with, Agamben in his brief introduction, notes that the word 

can refer equally (and simultaneously) to both a constitution 

(a means) and a government (a form). Socrates, Plato and 

Aristotle were all only partially successful in distinguishing 

between the different concepts and to identify their 

relationship to the state. This duality is helpfully taken up 

later by Jean-Luc Nancy, who makes this useful distinction: 

“Democracy is a combination of two root words, the second 

of which (-cracy) refers to force and violent imposition, unlike 

the root –archy which relates to power that is grounded, 

legitimized by some principle (p.65).” In other words, 

democracy is a system that is imposed upon people, probably 

from above, rather than being a system that is created by the 



people, for the people. Other authors take up the theme of a 

deracinated form of democracy, which is required of other 

people to adopt as part of the brand of Westernism, along with 

human rights and the market, while simultaneously 

prteventing those people from making any significant changes 

to the political system to improve their lives. Kristin Ross, 

meanwhile, points out the way in which people, when called 

upon to vote the way required by the establishment elites, 

such as the Irish people rejecting the EU Constitution, are 

required to keep going until they get it right (which makes a 

problematique for Brexit and the Trump disaster). This leads 

to the epigraph to this review, where she challenges the reader 

to consider how this system that has been foisted upon us can 

really justify the demo- component of democracy. 

The book concludes with Žižek, who provides his customary 

dazzling reversals of discourse and daring leaps of logic and 

context. He argues that democracy requires, to be effective, a 

minimal level of alienation between leader(s) and people 

since, otherwise, such leaders are voted out but this means 

that democratically-elected leaders cannot go beyond 

“pragmatic utilitarian inertia” that merely functions to keep 

the status quo going. In this sense, he argues, democracy has a 

class bias which explains why leftist governments coming to 

power through the ballot box will at once seek to move the 

goalposts of the prevailing democratic system. 

As the publisher intended, therefore, illumination can be 

provided by the collision of different perspectives and ideas. 

This is a thought –provoking collection and an interesting 

introduction to the range of different ways with which the 

concept of democracy may be addressed. 
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