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Identity, Democracy and Sovereignty in the Age of Globalization

The aim of this paper is to develop a normative and theoretical perspective for the study of the role identity plays in Russia’s relations with Europe.
 The central normative concern of this paper is the prospects of global democracy, examined from the point of view of poststructuralist theory. On a more empirical side, I argue that Russia’s post-Soviet experience, and its uneasy relationship with Europe and the West, can prove to be extremely valuable for the current debate about the future of democracy, nationalism and sovereignty.

The question of global democracy is an obviously normative one; however, my key theoretically inspired contention is that it is impossible to address this question in a purely normative, deductive fashion. Many authors these days complain that the term ‘democracy’ has lost any concrete meaning, and some [e.g. Martyanov, 2007] even argue that this is one of the many sad consequences of the onset of the postmodern epoch. This paper, on the contrary, proceeds from the assumption that being empty is a necessary condition of all universalia. Universal values, such as democracy, good governance or, for instance, the right to life, can perhaps be defined at the abstract level, but those definitions are extremely difficult to operationalise in political practice. Political definition of public good can only be a concrete definition applied to a particular case, because politics, in the end, is about taking a decision in a situation of undecidability, when the decision itself has to serve as its own foundation. These concrete definitions of right and wrong are time and space specific: they are bound to vary from one historical conjuncture to another, and, as made clear by the postcolonial turn in social sciences, a definition accepted in one society in a particular historical moment is in itself, ‘objectively’ speaking, no better or worse than any other, belonging to another epoch or a different region of the world. The need for constant critical self-grounding, for walking the tightrope between moral relativism and religious (or quasi-religious) fundamentalism, is a distinctive feature of modernity [Kapustin 1996b], and it is this feature that sparkles the feeling of insecurity among those who fail to recognize it as inevitable, and produces invectives about the ever-deepening moral decline.

Moreover, even if one recognizes the fact that universal values are based on nothing more than a self-grounded political decision, this still leaves open the question of representation. A political position speaking in the name of common good is always a particular position which constantly has to reaffirm its right to speak in the name of the universal whole. The problem of representation is equally valid in case of any community, however small or large – from a family or a group of scholars to humanity as a whole – but, at the same time, it should be noted that it is only through practices of representation that a community comes into being in the first place. Modern political thought has concentrated on (in the most common wording) the problem of legitimacy in the framework of the nation state, which has to some extent eclipsed the broader agenda. Yet in the light of the preceding observations it should be evident that the problem of representation exists in relation to such communities as Europe, the West or humanity as a whole, and, especially in the latter case, it is acquiring unprecedented urgency.
Constituting a vital empirical and political issue, representation of humanity as a single community of values amounts to a theoretical problem of no less importance. This problem is most explicitly addressed in poststructuralist theory of discourse developed by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. Since Saussure, language is understood as a relational system of differences: the meaning of any element is defined exclusively by its relations with other elements, while the language as a whole ‘constitutes a system in which no element can be defined independently of the others’ [Laclau, 1991, p. 432]. This, in turn, means that the entirety of the system of meaning cannot be represented in the normal process of signification, but only through a subversion of the very signifying process [Laclau, 1996, p. 39]. This is how empty signifiers – signifiers with no signified – are generated in the process establishing a relation of equivalence between a particular signifier and the rest of identities inside the system, which leads to this signifier being almost completely deprived of its own differential dimension and of its signifying relationship with any specific signified.

The radical exclusion that constitutes the very possibility of meaning is a by necessity a political (and not just linguistic) act which establishes a community by drawing a boundary between inside and outside – the domestic space of the system where meanings are shared and therefore common values can exist, and the external chaos where no comprehensible meaning exists at all. The fullness of communal existence is expressed through certain words which cannot have any other meaning, thus being empty signifiers, and which assume the role of nodal points  – ‘the words which, exactly as words, at the level of the signifier, unify a particular field, define its identity. It is a word to which the ‘things’ themselves turn to comprehend themselves in their entirety’ [Žižek 1989]. This is valid for political communities of any ‘level’ – in as much as one can talk about any hierarchies using such an approach, – but obviously the ‘emptiest’ of the nodal points would be those whose role is to signify the community of humanity as such, to refer to the universal human values. This can only be done by drawing the most radical of all political boundaries – the one between humans and non-humans, and thus through constituting the foundational antagonism, which defines the setting for the global political struggle at a particular historical conjuncture. ‘Democracy’ certainly comes closest to this role of a nodal point organizing global political space, so it is little wonder that the term is being emptied of any positive meaning.

Viewed in this light, there is no contradiction in the fact that while nearly everyone in today’s world pays lip service to democracy, the notion itself becomes ever more contentious, and moreover, has become the focal point of the most acute global conflicts. At the level of declaratory politics, there are very few undemocratic states left in this world: nearly each end every political force is compelled to declare loyalty to the democratic ideal. Yet in the meantime, international politics is increasingly focused on mutual accusations of falling short of the democratic standards, which must indicate that, whichever concrete definition of democracy one accepts as universally valid, at least some of those states that position themselves as democracies do not fully correspond to the democratic standards. To overcome this apparent contradiction, one can go on accusing his or her opponents of hypocritically using the notion of democracy as a political tool while caring little of the substance, or insisting that there exists a transcendental idea of democracy which must be recovered [Martyanov 2007] or, finally, recognizing, in the spirit of poststructuralist theory, that universal notions are empty by necessity.

The emptiness of democracy as a signifier by no means implies futility of democratic endeavour. On the contrary, it emphasizes the crucial importance of critical reflection about the foundational principles of any political order which arguably lies at the core of the liberal democratic project. Assuming that emancipation is the central value of liberalism and that democracy is a key tool of achieving emancipation in the political domain, one does not have to irreversibly link democracy with any particular institution or form of government. The differentiation between democratic and non-democratic institutions and practices is to be based not on some uncritically accepted eternal truth, but on the political dynamics of the everyday struggle for hegemony. This notion, introduced by Antonio Gramsci [1971], is developed by Laclau and Mouffe in the spirit of post-structuralism: they reframe the Marxist argument in terms of the broader notion of emancipation that is not limited to class struggle and arrive at the understanding of hegemony as always contingent and discursively based. It incorporates Foucauldian concept of power as constitutive of the social, retaining at the same time the characteristically Marxist view of politics as antagonism. Hegemony is only possible when there exist antagonism and domination, but when at the same time domination is contingent and the boundaries which separate the antagonistic forces are unstable [Laclau and Mouffe, 1985, p. 136]. Hegemony is power which is at the same time accepted through (partial and hesitant) identification with the source of power and challenged by means of drawing a boundary between the ‘oppressors’ and the ‘oppressed’. It is a system of social institutions and practices (and the underlying discursive articulation) based on a decision whose political nature is still very much alive and can be reactivated. Hegemony exists in a war of position (another Gramscian term) for the redefinition of discursive space around nodal points, while revolutions result in the old nodal points being swept away and replaced with new ones.

The fact that democracy today comes close to being universally accepted as a point of reference is in itself a result of the hegemonic position of one particular subject of history – the West. The current global political struggle around the notion of democracy illustrates the idea of hegemony very well: democracy is simultaneously accepted and challenged, and even while it is accepted as an empty signifier, a growing number of political forces is struggling to fill it in with a content which would empower them and liberate them from the dominance of the West. The western dominance in itself is hegemonic: on the one hand, non-western leaders criticize the West, in particular the United States, for being undemocratic, for usurping power and promoting their national or ‘civilizational’ interest in the name of democracy. In the meantime, political leaders all over the world often refer to the West as setting the standards for democracy when they need to justify a particular course of political action, such as the Russian government citing environmental reasons for squeezing foreign investors out of the oil and gas sectors. It is against this background that I suggest to consider the ongoing debate in Russia about the  nature of sovereignty and democracy.


The official Russian position in the debate about democratization is significant in two ways. Firstly, it illustrates the challenge that western hegemony faces on the part of the communities around the world that define themselves as non-Western. The slogan of sovereign democracy promoted by some high-level ideologues in the Kremlin is shaped in precisely the manner described above: on the one hand, it accepts democracy as a universal frame in which politics takes place, but on the other hand, it insists on the Russian nation’s sovereign right to define for themselves what democracy means and which institutions are best suited to express the will of the Russian people.
 A second reason why the Russian position is important is because it provides an example of how political communities are constituted in today’s world. The notion of common good that is essential for any national identity does not come from any positive, inherent qualities of the national community itself – simply because there are no such qualities. Unless one wants to rely on metaphysical notions such as ‘the national spirit’, which lie completely outside of the sphere of critical reflection, one has to recognize that the definition of the national interest is always historically contingent and depends on the decision taken in the name of the nation and in the way that is based on some broad procedural consensus among its members [cf. Kapustin, 1996a]. The relational nature of all identities means that it is impossible to decide who ‘we’ are without spelling out what differentiates us from the Others. Moreover, since Carl Schmitt [1996] introduced the thesis that the political begins with the decision about ‘our’ enemy, the understanding of politics as necessarily based on antagonism has been gaining prominence in political theory. Political identity construction is first and foremost an exercise in boundary-drawing, and the political in this process consists specifically in separating the Self not just from ‘significant’ Others, but from those whose very existence challenges our vision of good and evil. Negativity thus comes out as a fundamentally productive force in the field of the political.

Contemporary world politics is structured in such a way that the West as the global political subject almost inevitably plays the role of constitutive outside for the non-western communities. The West is prominent and omnipresent exactly because it comes out with its universalist project of democracy promotion. Operating with such notions as democracy and human rights, it claims for itself the right to define the nature of humanity, which – potentially at least – puts the opponents of the West on the outer side of the boundary between human and non-human (this is, of course, best illustrated by Guantanamo and similar cases). The radical nature of this antagonism makes it impossible to ignore, and therefore the non-western communities face a choice of either trying to become part of the West (and accepting the legitimacy of the western disciplining practices) or confronting the West in a more or less radical manner.

The post-Soviet Russian experience is characteristic in the sense that within 15 to 20 years, Russia has tried both strategies. In the early 1990s it was trying to imitate the West and to follow the prescriptions for economic liberalization, shock therapy, democratization etc. Towards the end of the last decade, the opposite trend took the upper hand, and Russian national identity came to be increasingly framed in opposition to the West. In itself, it is hardly a unique experience, but its significance lies in the fact that the identity dynamics changed so quickly, and that the anti-western turn has been so successful in consolidating the nation around the increasingly powerful state.

It seems that for the years to come, there is little hope that the mutual antagonism between Russia and the West is going to disappear. On the contrary, the lack of mutual recognition of their respective self-descriptions leads to a situation where each party views the other as a security challenge. This is evident in the Russia-US relations, with such issues as strategic stability, nuclear defence and arms control back on the agenda. However, the range of issues is not limited to those of ‘hard’ security, and in this sense the Russia-EU relations are being increasingly securitized as well. This is facilitated by the fact that the European Union’s identity discourse has undergone profound changes in the recent years: instead of the ‘never again’ formula which constructed the Union as a negation of Europe’s own past, it is being increasingly shaped by the process of differentiation from and securitization of the EU’s neighbours from Russia to Southern Mediterranean [Joenniemi, 2007]. Russia, in its turn, is growing more and more suspicious about what it sees as Europe’s interference in its domestic affairs, as the violation of the sovereign right of the Russian nation to take the foundational political decisions for itself. The recent story with the creation of the “Russian-European Institute for Freedom and Democracy”, with its repercussion in the temporary closure of the European University at St. Petersburg, is just one illustration of this trend.

I do not think there is any realistic chance of Russia giving up on its status of an independent global power and becoming an apprentice in the European workshop once again. Even in a catastrophic scenario of an economic collapse as a result of the inefficient state capitalist system, security practices would work in the direction of strengthening national identity in the face of the external interference. Russian liberal westernism has in the last two decades proved to be completely unable to come up with creative, truly democratic solutions, and always opted for the paradigm of vicarious power – the technocratic rule in the name of an external legitimizing authority. This is unfortunately the kind of ‘democracy’ promoted today by both the EU and the United States, and the only solution to this problem consists in trying to revitalize and radicalize the idea of democracy itself. As argued in the first part of this paper, all universalia are by necessity empty signifiers, but at the same time there are structural limitations on the extent to which the notion of democracy can be subject to manipulation. There are two signs that I find very encouraging. The first is the already mentioned fact that democracy persists as a point of reference even in most of those identity discourse which antagonize the West. Rather than abandoning democracy altogether, the critics of the West prefer to come up with their own interpretations of what democracy means. The second is that some emancipatory motifs remain even in the such manipulative interpretations of democracy as the one promoted by the Kremlin. In this sense, Dmitry Medvedev’s repeated attempts to define democracy as something that people know almost intuitively, because ‘freedom is better than the lack of freedom’ [Arsiukhin, 2007] are extremely important, because they demonstrate that democracy as a signifier resists the attempts to completely deprive it of its semantic links with other key liberal notions such as individual autonomy, human rights etc.
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