
ABSTRACT. The theory of reflexive modernization plausibly advocates post-
national cosmopolitanism. As the nation state is eroding today, we are becom-
ing citizens of a ‘global risk society’ whose unity and cohesion is generated by
the (ecological) risk that is threatening us world-wide. By the same token, this
world risk society is no longer unified in any political sense. There is no world
state; its very idea is even rejected. In this sense, the cosmopolitanism argued for
in the theory of reflexive modernization proves predominantly to be an extrap-
olation of (national) civil society on a global scale, while, strictly speaking, hav-
ing no cosmo‘political’ counterpart. Building on Marcel Gauchet’s political phi-
losophy, the article questions the cosmopolitanism-beyond-the-political position
of the theory of reflexive modernization. To do so, it goes substantially into
Gauchet’s view of the representational role of the political as an essential dimen-
sion in (political) society formation.
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Democracy presupposes a political society that governs itself through
its citizens’ participation in the political decision-making process. In

modern democracies, such political societies were generated within the
framework of the nation state. Today, this nation state is under great pres-
sure for various reasons. One of these is that recently numerous interna-
tional or supranational institutions have been created that undermine, or
even sideline, the sovereignty and self-determination of national societies.
But if the nation state is no longer the self-evident framework of politi-
cal societies, then the question arises as to how political society, being the
necessary precondition for democracy, is to be constituted beyond the
boundaries of the nation state?
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The theory of reflexive modernization offers a plausible explanation
for the erosion of the nation state today, and in this way it presents itself
as an emphatic adherent to cosmopolitanism.1 According to this vision,
we are now citizens of a ‘global risk society’ whose unity and cohesion is
generated by the (ecological) risk that threatens us on a world-wide scale.
By the same token, this world risk society is no longer unified in any polit-
ical sense. There is no world state; its very idea is even rejected. To be
sure, a new kind of ‘sub-politics’ is at work, but it chiefly accompanies and
voices the rise of new social movements as factors and enactors of social
change and emancipation. In this sense, the cosmopolitanism argued for
in the theory of reflexive modernization proves predominantly to be an
extrapolation of (national) civil society on a global scale, while, strictly
speaking, having no cosmo‘political’ counterpart. Apart from the consid-
eration that it is unclear how this cosmopolitan configuration would
enable the formation of a political society (and democracy along the same
lines), one may wonder, on a more fundamental level, whether the the-
ory of reflexive modernization is not disregarding the representational
role of the political in the constitution of society anyhow?

In this essay I will substantiate the latter position. In my view, the the-
ory of reflexive modernization indeed disregards the representational role
of the political in the constitution of society, and therefore, up to now, it
falls short of thinking of world risk society as a potentially political and,
by the same token, as a potentially democratic society.

The structure of my argument is as follows. (1) I begin by entering
briefly into the hitherto unrivalled historical role of the nation state in the
constitution of modern political societies. (2) Next, I discuss the diagno-
sis of the end of the nation state within the theory of reflexive modern-
ization and I assess the concomitant idea of cosmopolitan world risk soci-
ety. (3) Building on Marcel Gauchet’s political philosophy, I subsequently
question the cosmopolitanism-beyond-the-political position of the theory
of reflexive modernization. Therefore I need substantially to go into
Gauchet’s view that the representational structure of the political is a 
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constitutive dimension of society formation. (4) I conclude with some
critical remarks.

1. NATION STATE AND POLITY BUILDING

Until recently, the historical construction of the nation state was the
unquestioned paradigm of modern polity building. Undoubtedly this was
because the idea of the nation state accommodates divergent modern the-
oretical perspectives on polity building and therefore appears to be their
perfect synthesis.

Regarding modern theories of polity building, we may discern, broadly
speaking, three strands of reasoning.2 (1) In the first, polity formation is
a matter of shared norms and values, possibly supported by a common
history, a shared language and culture, and/or a common religion.3 The
state or political system is regarded as the political emanation from or
outcome of this preceding society formation. In the notion of the nation
state, it is precisely the idea of the ‘nation’ that refers to the concept of a
pre-political society being the result of natural, historical, and/or linguis-
tic determinants or shared norms and values that society has come to
acknowledge as its own. The idea of nation thereby reveals itself as mod-
ern, to the extent that it is basically open to anyone. Individuals can decide
to join the nation or, alternatively, to terminate their membership. (2) A
second strand of reasoning conceives of society as basically being insti-
tuted by power. In this view, power is considered as a productive force
at the basis of society, inasmuch as it succeeds in controlling or neutral-
izing the inevitable internal conflicts within society. The modern para-
digm of this strand of thought is, of course, the social contract theory in
its Hobbesian version.4 In the notion of the nation state, it is precisely the
idea of the ‘state’ that refers to the concept of a political power structure
that contributes to society formation – if it does not constitute society in
its own right, as Hobbes would have it. (3) A last strand of thought is the

— 345 —
Ethical Perspectives 15 (2008) 3

BRAECKMAN – REFLEXIVE MODERNIZATION AND THE END

OF THE NATION STATE

1523-08_EthPersp_04_Braeckman  19-09-2008  14:09  Pagina 345



view that societies are predominantly constituted by their antagonism
towards other societies. A radical version of this is encountered in Carl
Schmitt’s idea of the political as basically constituted by the opposition
between friends and foes. More generally, it is the idea that political com-
munities, and thus nation states as well, are of necessity (territorially) delin-
eated. Therefore, any nation state always refers to other nation states, in
contradistinction to which it affirms its own coherence and identity.

The nation state as an historical construction – or as an imagined
community as Benedict Anderson would have it (Anderson 1991, 6) – in
other words brings together various perspectives concerning modern soci-
ety formation.5 At the same time, it provides solutions for such basic
issues as the relationship between the individual and society, power and
politics, internal and external conflicts, etc. Therefore, the suggestion that
the nation state has disappeared, or at least is fading away, has important
consequences. The modern way of thinking about political societies, their
constitution, and their democratic organisation and legitimacy is at stake.6

2. TOWARDS A COSMOPOLITAN WORLD RISK SOCIETY

According to Beck, the nation state tends to collapse as the result of the
process of reflexive modernization. As is well known, with the idea of
‘reflexive modernization’ Beck refers to the side-effects of the so-called
first modernization process, which gradually undermine its supporting
institutions, such as the nation state, the bourgeois nuclear family, or the
ontological distinction between nature and society. Reflexive moderniza-
tion does not (primarily) refer to a theoretical reflection on moderniza-
tion or to its theoretical awakening, but to the modernization process
itself becoming reflexive: to the modernization of modernization, so to
speak (Beck 1993, 36, 56–7, et passim; Beck and Lau (ed.) 2004, 170–1).
The logic of this second order modernization runs as follows. The so-
called first modernization process – i.e., the various processes that shaped
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modern culture and society – has caused numerous unintentional, but
critical, side-effects, which now force us to rebuild and reshape moder-
nity’s major institutions (Beck and Lau (ed.) 2004, 20–1; Beck and Grande
2004, 184; Beck 1993, 85). To give an example: industrial production
causes immense ecological side-effects. Until recently, these side-effects
were simply passed on to ‘nature.’ Today, these side-effects have devel-
oped to such an extent that they actually threaten industrial society in its
own right.7 The same holds for technological developments. Initially
developed to master the threatening forces of nature, nowadays technol-
ogy has itself become a major threat, as it engenders huge risks, e.g., in
the area of nuclear energy or genetic engineering. By the same token, it
has become clear that ‘nature’ as an extra-societal area, i.e., as an area
‘outside society,’ no longer exists. ‘Nature’ today is as much produced by
industry and technology as is any industrial product. This is what reflex-
ive modernization is all about: today, the side-effects of modernization
force us to rebuild modernity’s original institutions. In the above cases,
this rebuilding concerns industrial production, technological development
and the implied ontological distinction between nature and society (Beck
1993, 179).

The End of the Nation State?

The nation state is another example of this tendency of the logic of reflex-
ive modernization. Set up in the heyday of modernity as a political device
to reconcile the democratic longing for self-determination with the
demand for individual rights and liberties, the boundaries of the nation
state have now lost their former self-evident legitimacy. The identification
that the nation state provided between territory, national identity and cit-
izenship, is no longer tenable. Due to global economic development,
worldwide communication systems, ongoing migration flows, and above
all, the global spread of, e.g., environmental risks, the idea of boundaries,
and thus all the more so the idea of a nation state, has become obsolete
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(Beck and Grande 2004 193–5). For where these boundaries exist, either
they have become fictitious in character or they produce harm and injury.8

According to Beck, this is why we have to start rethinking society, its
political organization, and its legitimacy. We have either to re-adjust the
concepts and categories that belong to the modern nation state, or even
to reject them radically. For the nation state not only presupposes a
nation, i.e., a demos in the sense of a political society. It also requires basic
congruity between the scope of its competence to regulate social action,
on the one hand, and, on the other, the range of social action itself. Beck
conceives of this presupposed congruity as the ‘container theory of soci-
ety’: “[It] is expressed in a vision of societies as (by definition) subordi-
nate to states, of societies as state societies, of social order as state order….
Only in this conceptual and institutional framework do ‘modern’ societies
become individual societies separate from one another. They really are
held in the space controlled by national states as in a container…. All kinds
of social practices – production, culture, language, labour market, capital,
education – are stamped and standardized, defined and rationalized, by the
national state, but at least are labelled as national economy, national lan-
guage, literature, public life, history, and so on” (Beck 1997, 49–50 (transl.
from Beck 2000, 23); see also Beck (ed.) 1998, 13–4). In the past, the
nation state was able to regulate nearly the whole range of social action
of its members, and to provide solutions for the major difficulties they
encountered. Today, this is no longer the case. For example: politically
desirable social targets such as full employment cannot be realized any
longer because the instruments of the nation state to reach that goal have
become largely insufficient. This ends up in a control dilemma: on the one
hand, the state repertoire of control mechanisms loses its effectiveness,
but on the other hand the expectations vis-à-vis the state remain extraor-
dinarily high (Beck and Lau (ed.) 2004, 386–8). Elsewhere Beck and
Grande reformulate the (in)congruity issue as a tension between legal and
material sovereignty. Whereas in the classical nation state legal and mate-
rial sovereignty fully correspond with one another, this is no longer the

ETHICAL PERSPECTIVES – SEPTEMBER 2008

— 348 —
Ethical Perspectives 15 (2008) 3

1523-08_EthPersp_04_Braeckman  19-09-2008  14:09  Pagina 348



case today. The nation state’s legal sovereignty or capability is no longer
sufficient to fulfil all its material tasks. A major result of this situation,
according to Beck and Grande, is that power and legitimacy fall apart.
Today, legitimate agencies without power exist next to powerful agencies
without legitimacy (Beck and Grande 2004, 123, 178). In Beck’s reading,
this nowadays is because the scope of individual and societal action largely
exceeds the boundaries of the nation state as a result of the welfare state
and concomitant individualization processes – a situation he sees as the
basic experience of globalization. Of course, Beck considers this cross-
border social dynamics of the welfare state’s individualized civil society to
be an unintended side-effect of the first modernization process, and one
that has even been forced upon us (Beck and Gernsheim-Beck 1994, 12;
Beck 1994, 151–2). Nevertheless, he sees it as the side-effect par excellence
of the first modernization and as such as the actual force that breaks
through the boundaries of the nation state (Beck 1993, 121, 150; Beck
1984, 199, 209). Again and again, Beck stresses that both the individual-
ization process and the unpredictable socio-economical developments it
arouses within civil society and its organizations eventually break open the
nation state’s ‘container’ (Beck 1997, 116, 161; Beck 1993, 90). The result-
ing collapse of the presumed congruity between the state’s competency
to regulate and the scope of both individual and societal action threatens
the existence of the demos, as it erodes the elementary conditions of soli-
darity within society. For example: moving a company to low-wage coun-
tries to avoid paying the requisite employers’ social benefits at home is
indeed a threat to society’s capacities for solidarity. Such practices tend to
subject societal bonds to great pressure and therefore to threaten the basic
conditions of democracy. Consequently, if we want to guarantee both
democratic self-determination and individual rights and liberties within a
globalized world, so Beck argues, we will have to search for new social
and political institutions adapted to the new cosmopolitan condition.

Again, this typifies the logic of reflexive modernization: the unin-
tended side-effects of modernization (in this case: the cross-border social
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dynamics of the welfare state’s individualized civil society) force us to
reconstruct modernity – more specifically, its social and political institu-
tions that mirror the nation state paradigm – within modernity, i.e., while
leaving the basic principles of modernity as they are. Reflexive modern-
ization thus presents itself as ‘meta-politics’ (Beck and Lau (ed.) 2004,
21–2; Beck 1993, 213). In modern politics, the players transform the rules
so much that a new game emerges (Beck 2002, 20). This reshaping of the
political game, moreover, has still another effect. Because the rules of the
game are changing, elements of social life that thus far remained outside
the usual nation state policy (such as headdresses, domestic violence,
refugees, but also scientific research, bio-technology or the ecological
effects of international investment policies of corporations) suddenly
occupy the centre of political interest. From the perspective of the the-
ory of reflexive modernization, new forms of politics and policies may be
invented around these issues. They constitute the origin of so-called sub-
politics: the politicization of former apolitical issues that should renew
and substitute for the old political forms and practices (Beck 1993,
154–63, 210). Sub-politics in Beck’s view thus encompasses all elements
in private and social life that break up the former nation state policy,
become politicized themselves, and in so doing engender new kinds of
politics and new ways of policy making (See Beck et al. 1996, 71). The new
social movements, from former ecological and women’s movements to
the more current alter-globalization or global justice movement, illustrate
the kind of sub-politics that may influence the political decision-making
process at the national and supranational level.

But however straightforwardly Beck announces the end of the
nation state and reaches for a new cosmopolitan order, on several occa-
sions, and particularly in his most recent publications, he emphasizes
that what is taken to be the collapse of the nation state is also the effect
of a methodological paradigm shift. Methodological nationalism,9 in which
society and its multiple areas of social action are strictly mapped from
the point of view of the nation state, is now substituted by method-
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ological cosmopolitanism, which conceives of society as a global (risk)
society (Beck 2004, 39–54). Along this line, Beck argues that, for exam-
ple, contemporary family disorder – he alludes to divorces, one-parent
families, multiple parenthood, etc. – actually is not specific only to our
own time. However, the way we now deal with it has changed dramat-
ically. In the past, we used to marginalize these phenomena, as they did
not fit into our standard representations of what a normal family life
ought to be. Today, this multiformity of family life is widely acknowl-
edged and accepted, as we have learned to deal differently with plural-
ity, ambiguity, and dissension (Beck and Lau (ed.) 2004, 26–7). The same
holds true for all kinds of contemporary global and/or trans-national
phenomena. To a large extent, these too are perennial. We need only
refer to things as diverse as trade, migration, colonization, empire build-
ing, etc. These all occurred in the past; but again, the methodological
gaze of the nation state marginalized them as background phenomena
(Beck and Lau (ed.) 2004, 28).

Yet this epistemological complication of the theory of reflexive mod-
ernization, by which the end of the nation state is both perceived as the
result of globalization processes and as a consequence of a methodolog-
ical paradigm shift, renders the theory less unequivocal. The more so, as
Beck does not explain in detail how both views are interconnected. Is the
methodological paradigm shift just another effect of the globalization
processes or is it the other way around? On the other hand, this indeter-
minateness allows Beck to emphasize at once the implosion of the nation
state as an outdated political institution, and at the same time to hold on
to its governmental significance. It is a most peculiar aspect of Beck’s the-
ory: after having argued for the obsolescence of the nation state, he def-
initely recognizes that whatever trans-national regime will come about in
the wake of the globalization process, it will neither completely substitute
the nation state as a governmental device (Beck and Grande 2004, 86,
114–22, 153–4, 197; Beck 2004, 51; Beck and Lau (ed.) 2004, 50, 384,
394–8).
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Beyond the Boundaries of the Nation State

To sum up: according to the theory of reflexive modernization, today’s
modern nation state is under such considerable pressure that it can no
longer play its former role. The principal cause of this evolution turns
out to be social dynamics of civil society and its concomitant individual-
ization processes: as never before in history, these have set the individual
free from its former communal bonds (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (ed.)
1994, 12; Beck 1993, 151–2). The dynamics of civil society’s individual-
ized individuals, therefore, appears to be a most effective driving force
behind contemporary sub-political and cosmopolitan evolutions, both
within and beyond the nation state (Beck 1993, 121, 150; Beck 1986, 199,
209 and Beck 1997, 116).10 Bearing this in mind, the question now arises
as to how the theory of reflexive modernization conceives of that post-
national, cosmopolitan society? How are we to understand that the social
dynamics of a highly individualized civil society would build a political
society beyond the boundaries of the nation state?

Beck’s answer to this question is twofold. On the one hand, he con-
siders the global danger that threatens us all today – e.g., the world-wide
threat of ecological risks – as the one and only factor of societal forma-
tion in global risk society: “The ecological shock, then, has forcibly thrust
upon people an experience which political theorists thought was the pre-
serve of wars…. Nevertheless, the fact that the threat knows no frontiers
may mean that for the first time people will experience the common char-
acter of a destiny. Paradoxical as it may seem, it is arousing a cosmopolitan
everyday consciousness which transcends even the borders between man,
animal and plant. Threats create society, and global threats create global
society. Nor is this all that justifies us in speaking of world risk society….
It will be argued further below that transnational social spaces also come
about conflictually and mysteriously through unintended, denied or ‘repressed’
threats, ‘behind people’s backs’ as it were” (Beck 1997, 74-5 (transl. from
Beck 2000, 38–9); see also Beck 2004, 38, 121; Beck 2002, 77; Beck and
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Grande 2004, 135).11 In our context this argument is of twofold interest.
First, in Beck’s view and in contrast to the standard communitarian out-
look, the constitution of cosmopolitan society has nothing to do with
inherited elements. Furthermore, and this time in opposition to the stan-
dard deliberative view, neither is cosmopolitan society formation the out-
come of a process of deliberation amongst those who are concerned.
Society, as a global society or as a world risk society, is primarily brought
about by the commonly held perception of being under the threat of
global dangers and risks. This is an outspokenly Hobbesian element in
Beck’s general outlook. Hobbes’ ‘homo homini lupus’ and ‘bellum omnia con-
tra omnes,’ by which the threat of the other is declared to be the immedi-
ate cause for the social contract and hence for the constitution of politi-
cal society, is reinterpreted here in terms of global dangers and world
wide risks. The major difference with Hobbes, however, is that in Beck’s
reinterpretation these dangers explicitly do not lead to the institution of a
state – in this case: to some sort of supranational or cosmopolitan world
state. These dangers and risks unite people only socially – into a world risk
society – but not politically (Beck 1997, 54). On the political level, on the
other hand, the nation state will last – although its function will be
reduced to a purely governmental or managerial one. Beyond the nation
state, all kinds of governments, organizations and administrations will
come into being, but they will no longer claim the classical features of the
nation state, i.e., the unity of territory, sovereignty, identity, and citizen-
ship. Beck refers to these new political organizations as regimes. For
Europe, the complex interplay of these regimes is called ‘Empire’; for
Europe is not to be conceived of as a state, let alone as a nation state.
European government is evolving towards a completely new type of polit-
ical authority and power structure that does not fit into the standard con-
cept of the (nation) state. In contrast to the classical nation state, it does
not seek to rule over the ruled, but to rule over the unruled, as the European
member states remain largely independent of the Empire’s regime (Beck
and Grande 2004, 86–9). The former European nation states are to retain
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their character as nation states, but by their integration into Europe’s
encompassing power structures, they are transformed into cosmopolitan
states. Cosmopolitan or transnational states, according to Beck, base their
nation state policy on a cosmopolitan gaze (Beck and Grande 2004, 114,
121). Therefore, the establishment of the new political structure presup-
poses a cosmopolitan gaze, which at the same time includes the bygone
national gaze (Beck and Grande 2004, 151–3; Beck 1997, 184).12

3. A COSMOPOLITANISM BEYOND THE POLITICAL?

Examining the cosmopolitanism of world risk society more closely in a
political respect, three features emerge. In the first place, it drops the clas-
sical, well-delineated and identifiable collective identities, such as the
nation state, as the actual actors of politics. Secondly, both the old and
new political institutions, like the nation state or the new European
‘Empire,’ are explicitly recast in their transnational reconfiguration as gov-
ernmental devices. And finally, cosmopolitan political life is primarily engen-
dered by what is called sub-politics. This sub-politics rests on initiatives
from below, taken by individuals and/or civil society. Its themes concern
existential aspects of the individualized individual’s lifeworld: issues that
relate to (ecological or health) risks, existential choices, living conditions,
etc., and that are far off the traditional, collectivity related themes that
used to dominate (nation state) politics, such as class differences, the
power accumulation of political parties, the role of trade unions, and the
like. Furthermore, sub-politics associates people, organizations, and insti-
tutions principally in a temporary and transitory manner: it does not solid-
ify into new collective identities. The transnational or cosmopolitan polit-
ical landscape that these features engender therefore resembles a
multilayered, overlapping network of hardly institutionalized, often only
semi-public and altering centres of decision-making that should enable
citizens to direct the new cosmopolitan world order democratically. The
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bottom-line, though – and we should credit Chantal Mouffe with having
pointed it out – is that the political in Beck’s cosmopolitanism is dissoci-
ated from collective identities (Mouffe 2005, 48), that is, from more or
less well-defined and identifiable political societies. But this precisely begs
the question as to how (democratic) politics would be possible, let alone
how it would be conceivable at all, independent from such relatively sta-
ble collective identities, independent from political societies, that is, apart
from a ‘we’ – to which Mouffe would add – that always distinguishes
itself polemically from ‘them’? For if politics has to do with collectively
binding decisions (Luhmann 2000, 84), then that collectivity, and at least
the one that is to be bound by that decision, should be identifiable and
delineated. And then the question arises as to how such a collectivity, that
is, how such a ‘we,’ how such a political society might come into being
within the outlined, transnational context of Beck’s cosmopolitanism?
How could such a political society come into being within the volatile, ter-
ritorial detached, and permanently changing network of decision-making
centres within a transnational civil society? The answer Beck offers is: by
the shared perception of world-wide risks. For this perception would unify
all people into one world risk society, into one ‘community of fate’ (Beck
1997, 74-5).

This answer, though, is highly dissatisfying. At the same time, though,
it points to what may be considered to be the Achilles’ heel of Beck’s
political theory. Technologies, new developments, or any ecological phe-
nomena whatsoever, such as climate change, are never perceived in and
of themselves as risks or dangers. They are only perceived as such because
they have been interpreted or read that way. And this reading or interpre-
tation is always someone’s doing: someone who is speaking in the name
of (some) truth or science, and who is addressing an audience to whom
that science or truth is valid, who recognizes the legitimate authority of
the speaker, and who precisely for that reason considers him or herself
as belonging to the same symbolic community. In other words, under-
neath Beck’s dissatisfying answer, a complex structure of representation
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and symbolic community institution is to be found, which is presupposed
somehow, but which is neither reflected upon nor even mentioned in his
theory.

Still this representational structure is at the heart of any society for-
mation, as I would argue with Marcel Gauchet. Any society originates
through representation, whether it concerns gangs, football clubs, com-
munities of faith, political parties, nation states, or world risk society. This
is one reason why Gauchet – who in this respect resumes the thought of
a vast French tradition and in particular that of Claude Lefort – consid-
ers this representational structure to be the very essence of the political.
In his view it is the political par excellence. The other reason is that every
representation at the same time is a seizure of power as well. While insti-
tuting a symbolic community, it at once installs within that community a
definite ordering, that is, a definite power structure: a particular distribu-
tion of power. From this perspective, anyone who would account for the
coming into being of a new kind of society – be it, e.g., world risk soci-
ety – would therefore have to account for its underlying ‘political’ struc-
ture of representation as its condition of possibility. But exactly this under-
standing of the political: the symbolic institution of society through
representation, is absent from Beck’s cosmopolitan theory of world risk
society. From Gauchet’s point of view, Beck’s cosmopolitanism there-
fore is a cosmopolitanism that disregards the political: that is, it disre-
gards the representational structure that brings about (political) societies
in general, and world risk society in particular. By the same token it dis-
regards what is presupposed by democratic societies as well: the consti-
tution of a delineated political society whose inner power structure is so
designed, that in taking collectively binding decisions, it binds itself too.

In the next section, I will press the argument further by clarifying
Gauchet’s view on the symbolic institution of society. Its major aim is to
indicate what in the theory of reflexive modernization remains unreflected,
and by the same token what causes Mouffe to remark that the theory is
unfit to make room for the political antagonism between ‘us’ and ‘them’
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and for the idea of hegemonic power struggles (Mouffe 2005, 51-4; Luh-
mann 2000, 96) – aspects of the political that in her view are vital for a
well-understood, that is, agonistic concept of democracy (Mouffe 2005,
52).

The Political and the Symbolic Institution of Society

To clarify Gauchet’s position, I need to take a detour through his philos-
ophy of history, in which the structure of religion offers – by negation –
the key to his concept of the political.13

Following the late French anthropologist Pierre Clastres, Gauchet
conceives of the structure of primitive religion as a ‘neutralization’ of the
political (Gauchet 2005, 12, 70).14 That structure reads as follows. On the
one hand, there is primitive society, which sees itself as an unbroken unity
due to its dependence on a founding, anterior otherness: the ancestors’
founding of society. On the other hand, there is this same founding, ante-
rior otherness, which is the irrecoverable origin of society that has
imposed on society its changeless structure and order. In Gauchet’s view,
this structure indicates that the perspective from which society conceives
of itself, gives itself meaning, gives itself shape – structure, consistency and
so forth – lies outside society (Gauchet 2005, 64, 66). Put differently: soci-
ety cannot constitute itself as society but by conceiving of itself as insti-
tuted by something or someone different: by an authority that has the
power to institute society. Society, therefore, always conceives of itself
through reference to an outside – an external power – from which society
‘gives itself to itself’ (Gauchet 2005, 74).15 This is clear for primitive reli-
gion. There it is held that the ancestors founded the community and its
basic social differentiation. This means that, to continue to exist, the com-
munity must refer to that foundational act.16 Furthermore, this original
religious societal structure indicates that when the constitutive otherness
is banished radically from society, a distinction within society need not then
exist between rulers who establish (or change) societal order, and the ruled
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who are subordinated to those rulers. For in such a situation, each mem-
ber of society depends alike on the founding otherness. It enables soci-
ety to conceive of itself as an unbroken unity, as a totality (Gauchet 2003,
332). That is why Gauchet sees the structure of primitive religion as a
‘neutralization of the political’ (Gauchet 2005, 13). It is organized in such
a way that it need not divide society into rulers and ruled. Yet at the same
time, there is a price to be paid. Such a society must conceive of itself as
basically unalterable, that is, as a-historical. In and through the founda-
tional act of the ancestors, the structure of society is given for once and
for all. No one within society has the right to take up the position of the
ancestors and to change society.

Gauchet’s basic thesis follows upon this analysis, saying that the entire
political history can be read as a process of ‘leaving religion,’ that is, as
gradually abandoning this religious structuring of society. The key moment
in this process is the coming about of the state, that is, the coming about
of a power structure within society. At that moment, the external founda-
tion of society (which still lies with the ancestors or the gods) receives rep-
resentatives or agents within society. These representatives can now rule
over society, due to their participation in its supernatural origins. The
result is twofold. Society loses its original unity and falls apart into the
opposition of rulers and ruled. But something is gained too: society
obtains the capacity to change itself, to direct itself. Society becomes his-
torical. Therefore, Gauchet regards the coming about of the state as the
actual birth of the political (Gauchet 2005, 18). What is originally ‘neu-
tralized’ by primitive religion is precisely this manifestation of the political,
that is, the division within society between rulers and ruled and the con-
comitant possibility to change society. What is not neutralized by primi-
tive religion and never could be, according to Gauchet, is what he calls
‘the social fact’ itself (Gauchet 2005, 46, 48): the fact that society cannot
but conceive of itself from a position ‘outside’ itself, that is, that society
always conceives of its order and meaning as something that it borrows
from an ‘outside’ (Gauchet 2005, 64).
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The second decisive moment in the process of leaving religion is the
development of modern democracy. At the core of that revolution is the
complete restructuring of the political, independent from religion. The
origin of society is no longer situated within the externality of a sacred
divine will, but is now placed within the will of the sovereign people. As
a result, the founding otherness moves from the outside to the inside:
from a transcendent origin to an immanent foundation. The structure of
democratic society, therefore dissolves, on the one hand, into the state or
power structure that wields power in the name of the sovereign people
and therefore represents that sovereign people, and on the other hand, into
the plurality of citizens who build civil society. In this way democratic
society seems to carry its own foundation within itself. This is correct, and
yet nonetheless more complex.

Gauchet indicates that even in the structure of democratic societies, the
basic political structure of any society – found by negation from religious soci-
eties (Gauchet 2003, 330) – remains perfectly recognizable. First there is the
idea that every society has its ground, its meaning, its reasons, its Law –
these expressions are all synonymous – in an ‘outside’: in a foundational
otherness (Moyn 2005, 181). This is also the case in democratic societies. The
sovereign people (or the nation), in whose name power is exerted, does not
coincide with its existing citizens. Further still: liberty and equality, in whose
name power is exerted, do not coincide with the people’s actual freedom and
equality. Thus, even for democracy the foundation of society is an otherness;
even here the place of power is ‘outside’ society. For it is in the name of the
‘sovereign people’ (or in the name of ‘equality,’ ‘liberty,’ ‘civil rights,’ and so
forth) that the state exerts power over its citizens and makes them obey the
law. The state thus represents the Law that has to be enforced – if necessary
by the use of violence. The state, therefore, is in itself an otherness vis-à-vis
civil society (Gauchet 2005, 453). Precisely due to their representation by the
otherness of the state, citizens, according to Gauchet, constitute themselves
into a society: they build a polity that is discernable to itself (Gauchet 2003,
329). Just as in primitive religion society comes about by referring to the
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shared ‘founding otherness,’ under modern conditions society comes about
because it is represented by the otherness of the state. For neither the sover-
eignty of the people nor even the people themselves precede their represen-
tation by the state. Of course, the state exerts power over its citizens in the
name of the sovereign people, but as a matter of fact, both the sovereignty
and the people only come into existence – are only instituted – by their being
represented by the power structure, that is, by the state.17 And only due to
this very representation may citizens envisage themselves as one people and
hence constitute themselves into one people (Gauchet 2005, 145). The same
holds for the citizens’ rights and liberties. Even they do not precede their
representation by the state. Of course, again, the state exerts power over its
citizens in the name of their rights and liberties. As a matter of fact though,
these rights and liberties only become a reality – again, are only instituted –
by their being represented by the power structure, that is, by the state. And
only due to this very representation can citizens envisage themselves as free
and equal, as bearers of subjective rights, etc. In this manner, it becomes
apparent that every society constitutes itself by referring to an ‘otherness’ as
its origin, which is at the same time its place of power: the place of society’s
Law (Gauchet 2005, 74). The ‘otherness,’ therefore, constitutes the symbolic
order of society: the complex of meaningful distinctions that structures and
organizes society (Moyn 2005, 181). For societies ‘after (primitive) religion,’
this symbolic order is represented within society by a power structure or state
apparatus. This state apparatus exerts power in the name of the symbolic
order – in the name of the Law (Gauchet 2005, 454). Through the repre-
sentation of its symbolic order, society grasps itself as a unity and comes
about as society (Gauchet 2005, 145).

THE ECLIPSE OF THE POLITICAL

The foregoing analysis reveals the problematic scope of the eclipse of the
political in the theory of reflexive modernization. By focussing unilater-
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ally on the social dynamics of a highly individualized cosmopolitan civil
society, the theory eventually ends up in disregarding its constitutive
dimension. To begin with, it ignores that the cosmopolitan individual
always presupposes a political factor, that is, a power structure by which
its subjective rights are acknowledged and, if necessary, enforced. How-
ever, behind this disavowal, stands another that is even more profound:
the neglect of the political as the representational structure through which
this cosmopolitan world risk society may be constituted. This being the
case, the theory of reflexive modernization’s cosmopolitanism reveals a
crucial shortcoming in political and, by the same token, in democratic
self-understanding, which in the end might even threaten its democratic
implementation.

Yet this verdict needs qualification. For the observed cosmopolitan
neglect of the political might be compared with its former religious neu-
tralization. Just as (primitive) religion once banished all political power
from society as a threat to its unity, today the political role of the nation
state is stripped and the idea of a world state rejected, as both are con-
sidered impediments for civil sociey’s cosmopolitan development. Yet if
the comparison holds, it implies at the same time that underneath the
apparent surface of world risk society, representational structures must be
at work as preconditions for its symbolic institution. This means that,
today, in the name of the classical nation state’s inadequacy, new power
centres, power institutions, and power structures are being set up, which
are not (yet) recognized as such, but which in fact create a new (cosmo-
politan) hegemonic order along with a new political society. These new
global power structures should not be confused, though, with the kind of
sub-politics Beck has mind, as the latter are basically socio-political move-
ments that originate from below, and which therefore are intrinsically
reluctant to become institutionalized; whereas the former have to do with
the distribution and consolidation of power positions, and which there-
fore seek to solidify within structures and institutions. Furthermore, as
long as no institutional consolidation of the political exists at the global
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level, the nation state in fact continues to create the necessary framework
and preconditions for the cosmopolitan individual’s free development,
notwithstanding its repudiation as a valid and viable political level of deci-
sion-making within the global world order. For in the end, the nation
state’s political authority continues to give societal power its effective-
ness; it is the nation state’s political power that continues to secure the
integration of society and its continuation over time. And it does so
beyond the mobility and transience of the cosmopolitan individual’s
peripeties (Gauchet 2005, 26, 547).

4. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Must we then conclude that the cosmopolitanism that the theory of reflex-
ive modernization favours is forever doomed to be no more than a polit-
ical chimera? Does it mean, in other words, that the nation state is an
unsurpassable political limit? Does it entail that everything that lies beyond
it is inevitably a transgression of the boundaries of the political as such,
and therefore belongs to a different order, e.g.,, to ‘civilization,’ as
Gauchet would read cosmopolitanism?18 Definitely not. By the foregoing
I only intended to indicate that cosmopolitanism, as it is conceived of
today in the theory of reflexive modernization, seems to overlook the
inevitable political precondition of society, and thus likewise of world risk
society – as if external ecological or suchlike threats would suffice to unify
today’s scattered world citizens into a identifiable society. In this respect
I consider Gauchet’s analyses to be correct. Society formation, and polity
building likewise, is a matter of representation. To generate a collectivity,
a ‘we,’ there has to be someone who speaks and acts in the name of that
collectivity. For only through representation does a collectivity become
aware of itself and thus symbolically constitutes itself as a collectivity.

The idea that representation and thus political society formation can
only be realized on the level of the nation state, as Gauchet again and

ETHICAL PERSPECTIVES – SEPTEMBER 2008

— 362 —
Ethical Perspectives 15 (2008) 3

1523-08_EthPersp_04_Braeckman  19-09-2008  14:09  Pagina 362



again contends (Gauchet 2005, 32–43), is mostly questionable in my view,
even though he may have good reasons for this position. Eventually polit-
ical society formation always presupposes continuity over delineations in
time and space. And precisely both elements – historicity and territorial-
ity – are contained within the idea of the nation and the nation state. Yet,
on closer scrutiny, Gauchet’s thesis only proves the inescapability of the
political as a representational structure for society to symbolically consti-
tute itself. In principle, I would assume that political agencies other than
the nation state should likewise be able to fulfil this representational func-
tion.19 But this does not alter the validity of his critique for the theory of
reflexive modernization. It shows that this theory indeed is characterized
by an ‘eclipse of the political,’ as the representational structure of the
political has to be considered the precondition of any society’s symbolic
institution, including world risk society. But again, this should not imply
that modern institutions, like the nation state, are the only suitable can-
didates for representation. Perhaps the loss of credibility of the nation
state’s representational institutions today should be interpreted as one
example of the overall loss of credibility of modern representational insti-
tutions in general. Perhaps we are living today in a transitional phase, in
which current representational institutions, due, for instance, to the
process of globalization, have lost credibility and therefore are disinvested
of ideological support, whereas at the same time we still lack new kinds
of representational devices and institutions on levels beyond the nation
state that tomorrow may replace their modern predecessors.
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NOTES

1. By the ‘theory of reflexive modernization’ I refer to the analysis of modern societies
today, as presented in the work of Ulrich Beck and related authors. This theory goes back to
Beck’s startling book, Risikogesellschaft. Auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne (1986). Today it deals
increasingly with the issue of globalization and the related idea of cosmopolitanism (cf. Beck and
Grande 2004; and more recently: Beck 2007).

2. It should be clear that this presentation only contains ‘ideal typical’ (Weber) descriptions
of polity building. As separate theoretical perspectives, they do not tell the whole story, even for
their most ardent adherents.

3. There are several, more or less familiar versions of this view. (a) The first sees the com-
mon element that constitutes the polity as something prior to or co-original with it, regardless of
whether that communal bond is understood as historical, linguistic, cultural, or religious in nature.
This is the classical communitarian view, as it has been thoughtfully defended recently by such
divergent authors as Michael Sandel, Charles Taylor, Alisdair McIntyre, and Michael Walzer in their
criticism of (rawlsian) political liberalism. The origins of this view go as far back as theorists of
the eighteenth century, such as Montesquieu (De l’esprit des lois, 1748) or J.G. Herder (Ideen zur
Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, 1784-91). (b) The second version states that the common
element should be intentionally aimed at and actually realized by the members of the intended com-
munity. Exponent of this second version is the strand of thought running from Arendt to Haber-
mas and deliberative democracy. This may be considered the classical republican view, as it situ-
ates the origin and legitimacy of public power in the mutual action and/or communicative interplay
between individuals as a prerequisite to the formation of formal political institutions. The origins
of this (modern) republican view go as far back as Rousseau’s republican version of the social con-
tract theory (Du contrat social, 1762) – and, if Quentin Skinner (Skinner 2002) is to be believed, even
to Machiavelli’s Discorsi (1531).
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4. Today this view has been recast, for instance, within the theory of symbolic representa-
tion (see Pitkin 1972, 92-111). This is the case in Lefort’s concept of the political (le politique), i.e.,
the symbolic order that determines the basic (power) structure of society (Lefort 1986, 19, see also
Gauchet 2005, 18). One can provisionally grasp the meaning of what is meant here by ‘the polit-
ical’ (le politique) by referring to Tocqueville’s idea of democracy in De la démocratie en Amérique
(1835/1840). In Tocqueville’s view, ‘democracy’ stands for a historically new type of society, which
is characterized by its ‘equality of conditions’ and which therefore revolutionizes the former ‘aris-
tocratic society.’ The basic feature of democratic society – the equality of conditions – can be seen
as exemplifying the notion of ‘the political’ (le politique) in Lefort, which has of course its institu-
tional counterpart in all sorts of democratic institutions (la politique), such as equal rights for all
citizens, universal suffrage, etc.

5. The reference to a preceding communality in any form explains, according to Anderson,
that ‘nationhood’ as a relational concept is closer to ‘kinship’ and ‘religion’ than to any modern
ideological commitment. It clarifies why it is that people are willing to die for their nation, whereas
this is not the case for, say, liberalism, the socialist party, or any other organisation one can freely
join or leave (Anderson 1991, 143–4, see also 5).

6. As Fritz W. Scharpf points out, the necessary presupposition of democratic legitimacy is
a ‘we-identity,’ as Norbert Elias (1987) phrased it. It enables majority decisions to be regarded not
as a foreign rule, but as manifestations of collective self-determinations. Of course, such a ‘we-
identity’ must not have any ethnic basis, as it should be able to change or be developed anew. It
does, though, somehow need social and cultural support, as well as an institutional infrastructure
that enables communication about the major options in political decision-making, together with
observation of political responsibility. In Scharpf’s view, the nation state meets exactly all these
demands (see Beck (ed.) 1998, 232).

7. See Beck’s (1993, 80–5) lengthy discussion in this respect.
8. In this regard, human and civil rights today are still exclusively allocated on the basis of

national criteria: such criteria determine whether and which human and civil rights the individual
enjoys (Beck 1993, 92).

9. Beck borrows the expression from A.D. Smith (Smith 1996; see Beck 1997, 115).
10. Recently, Beck and Grande (2007, 81) again confirm this outlook with respect to the cos-

mopolitanization of Europe. As I will argue in more detail below, this position overlooks the rep-
resentational role of the political in the constitution of political society, viz. the European demos.

11. Already in his earliest writings, Beck insists on the mobilizing and uniting force of ‘dan-
ger’ and ‘anxiety’ (Beck 1986, 7–8; see in this respect Poferl and Sznaider (ed.) 2004, 141–2).

12. See Beck 2002, 182, “Nationalstaatliche Politik ohne kosmopolitischen Blick ist blind,
kosmopolitischer Blick ohne nationalstaatliche Politik ist leer.”

13. A very good survey of Gauchet’s intellectual development with respect to the complex
interrelatedness of religion, history and politics is offered in Gauchet (2005), which, as a collec-
tion of essays written over the last thirty years, covers almost a lifetime of intellectual apprentice-
ship in political philosophy.

14. For a critical assessment of Gauchet’s indebtedness to Clastres for his basic view on the
political, see above all Moyn (2005).
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15. This idea in Gauchet resumes Lefort’s concept of ‘the political’ (le politique): the under-
lying societal structure that institutes a particular distribution of knowledge, law and power, and
which is disclosed most clearly by unravelling the symbolic structure of power (Lefort, 1986, 17-
30, 251-300). For a discussion of the political in Lefort, see Flynn (2005, 115, 121-2) and Doyle
(2003, 77-8).

16. In Gauchet’s view, the fact that the very sense of our thinking and acting always comes
from outside is characteristic of humanity as such. We are always tributary in matters of meaning.
Gauchet, in this respect, refers to an ‘indebtedness of meaning’ (la dette du sens) (Gauchet 2005, 68).

17. The structure of representation thus converges with the structure of the ‘original sup-
plement’ in Derrida: the derivative (here: the state as representation of society) is the condition
of possibility, and therefore the origin (!) of the original (here: society). Only through this repre-
sentation society as society comes into being. In his reading of the American Declaration of Inde-
pendence, Derrida has masterfully expounded this logic of representation (Derrida, 1984). See Lin-
dahl (2006, 893ff.) for a similar elaboration of this logic of representation with regard to global
society.

18. In “Le problème Européen,” which was first published in the spring of 2004, Gauchet
(2005, 465–504) rarely pursues the question of cosmopolitanism. Concentrating on the complex
relationship between nations and civilisations, he argues that cosmopolitanism, which undoubt-
edly has a universalist tenor, should be considered as a project of civilization. But as any civilisa-
tion is in need of a particular culture for its concrete implementation, cosmopolitan civilization
must rely on the nation. For the nation has the necessary historical, societal and political means
at its disposal to translate the universal ideals of cosmopolitan civilization into the particular cul-
ture of the polity.

19. See in this respect the enthralling analysis of Hans Lindahl (2006, 892–898). Through a
phenomenological analysis of the ‘spatiality’ of the political, Lindahl shows that the delineated
and limited character, typical of political society, is perfectly reconcilable both with the idea of a
world society and the idea of a world state.
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