Radical Democracy and Utopia – Call for papers

International Conference

University of Paris Diderot

Paris, France

April 16 & 17, 2015

Organized by LCSP (L’archipel des devenir – Centre de recherche sur les utopies) in collaboration with York University (Toronto, Canada), the Centre de Théorie Politique (ULB, Belgium) and the University of Québec in Montréal (UQAM, Québec).

By associating radical democracy and utopia, we do not seek to prove that one contains the other and that there is a happy continuity between them. Rather, the purpose of the conference is to explore the intersections and the tensions that permeate radical democratic and utopian experiences, practices, social and political ideas. Both break with the logic of undisturbed consensus, so-called “good governance”, and self-legitimizing legalism that claim to purify the public realm of conflict and alterity. Through the struggle against existing forms of domination, oppression, and exploitation, utopia and radical democracy ensure that deterritorialized, marginalized, or minoritairian populations, - those who roam the lands of the possible, - can appear and express themselves.  Both find their space and draw their experience from the margins of power, in communities that are not integrated into normalized society and that refuse the hegemonic codification of the possible. They create communities that reconfigure the possible, the sayable, and the doable. Yet such similarities in terms of methods, hope, and landscapes must not conceal the real differences between them. 

Indeed, utopia and radical democracy refer to two different forms of experimentation of the possible; two distinct “intuitions” regarding the question of how to introduce new possibilities into a community and, at the risk of introducing a salutary dose of disorder (utopian and/or democratic), how to reconfigure the dominant social and political order. In the case of radical democracy, the goal is to extend and intensify the power of the demos. By constituting the public sphere as a stage of conflict that carries with it tumultuous ruptures, vehicles of deterritorialization and minoritarian becomings, radical democracy reveals the triple emergence of a subject and of a politics of “anybody and everybody”, of an equality without prerequisites, and of an improper distribution that cannot be integrated into the consensual order. In light of this, how can we think through the irruption of the subject of “anybody and everybody” as well as its strategic horizons, its organizational forms, and actions? Moreover, how can we think about the political organization of equality without prerequisites, its institutionalization (lottery, direct democracy, games of contingency), and the problems related to the power of the Many.

If radical democracy carries like a seed a form of political equality linked to the irruption of the demos in the public realm, as well as the possible forms of institutionalization of insurgent freedom, utopia invites us to imagine the various possible arrangements of unprecedented communities.  By outlining the full temporal spectrum of the possible, thus allowing for pockets of experimentation to exist in an unresponsive here and now, utopia reinvents social practices, architectural, and technological spaces, forms of social critique, decision-making procedures, social interactions, and the relationship to nature. In this sense, even the most messianic model of utopia is obliged to build its social machine on earth and see it fragmented, critiqued and reinvented in democracy that inevitably establishes itself in the social sharing of its modules and wheels. Utopian projects cannot be reduced to “models” that need to be imitated or “ideals” that need to be applied. They seek instead to create new configurations of space, new societies, and new political subjects within a capitalist universe that tends to restrict and keep under surveillance the boundaries of the possible.  

Throughout the conference, we wish to remain attentive to the concrete manifestations of utopia and radical democracy “in action”, to the experiences themselves, to the possibilities and the experimentation of communities as well as to their theoretical constructions and justifications. To paraphrase Derrida, would it not be necessary to think together two different emancipatory promises, – utopian and democratic -, which rally our capacity to search for intersections in their respective paths and to establish mutual sharing within the very moment of their divergence? For example, could radical democracy articulate an egalitarian critique of the utopian tendencies toward planning, hierarchy, and technocracy? Could utopia bring an innovating boldness to the possible forms of organization of radical democracy that run the risk of betraying its intentions? By critically engaging the debate through the specific forces of each concept, as well as their reciprocal tensions, we hope that the conference will serve to expand the frontiers of each and understand more audaciously a form of politics that is dissensual, creative, egalitarian, and radical.
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French and English communications are welcome

Scholars who would like to participate in the conference must send a title and an abstract of their paper to the contacts listed below by October 15, 2014. Selected participants will be informed in December 2014. 

The organizers regret that they are unable to provide funding for travel or accommodation. 

Attendance to the conference is free and open to all. A full program will be published in February 2015.

Please send proposals to :

Étienne Tassin, University of Paris Diderot : etienne.tassin@univ-paris-diderot.fr

Martin Breaugh, York University : mbreaugh@yorku.ca

Yohan Dubigeon, IEP Paris : yohan.dubigeon@gmail.com
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Martin Breaugh (York University), Alice Carabedian (Univ. Paris Diderot),  Manuel Cervera-Marzal (Univ. Paris Diderot / ULB, Belgique),  Sylwia Chrostowska (York University), Yohan Dubigeon (IEP, Paris), Anders Fjeld (Univ. Paris Diderot),  James Ingram (McMaster University),  Étienne Tassin (Univ. Paris Diderot) 
