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Liberal democracy, ethics and the politics of disagreement

This paper examines contemporary debates on the pursuit of consensus in liberal theories of democracy. In recent years the radical democratic critique of liberal models of consensus developed by commentators such as Mouffe (2000) has achieved growing currency in contemporary theoretical debates. In the light of this type of argument, some contemporary normative political philosophers have attempted to incorporate a model of dissent and disagreement into their conceptions of democracy. Notable here is the work of Cass Sunstein (2003) who has argued that whilst dissent is fundamental to a healthy liberal polity, it must be contained through the traditional political and legal institutions of liberal democracy. A more persuasive account is evident in the work of Stuart Hampshire (2000) who recognizes that these institutions themselves may be sources of political conflict. As such justice can only be maintained through constant assessment of whether democratic mechanisms reflect procedural fairness. Against these normative political models, the paper goes on to analyze the alternative perspectives that have emerged from the tradition of continental philosophy. In particular it examines the work of Jacques Rancière and his claim that disagreement is constitutive of politics and thus that attempts to manufacture consensus inevitably depoliticise these conflicts. The paper concludes that the latter perspective is a more useful way of conceptualizing modern political conflicts and understanding the increasing shift of political debates onto the terrain of ethics. Where liberals tend to want to police the ethical discourses that emerge in contemporary politics, radical interpretations of democracy encourage the opening out of political space to enable ethical conflicts to emerge.

