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Power, Politics, Autonomy 

The Social-Historical, the Psyche, the Individual 

The radical imaginary deploys itself as society and as history: as the 
social-historical . This it does, and it can only do, in and through the 
two dimensions of the instituting and the instituted. I The institution is 
an originary creation of the social-historical field-of the collective
anonymous-transcending, as form (eidos) ,  any possible "produc
tion" of individuals or of subjectivity. The individual, and individuals, 
is an institution, both once and for all and different in each different 

1 .  Cornelius Castoriadis, "Marxism and Revolutionary Theory," Socialisme ou 
Barbarie 3 6-40 (April 1 9 64-June 1 965) ,  since reprinted as the first part of The Imagi
nary Institution of Society ( 1975) ,  tr. Kathleen Blarney (Oxford: Polity Press, and Cam
bridge, Mass . :  M.I.T., 1 9 8 7) .  Cited here as MRT for the first part and Institution for the 
second part. See in particular MRT, pp. 1 1 1-14  as well as Institution, passim. 

First published in French as "Pouvoir, politique, autonomie," in Revue de Meta
physique et de Morale, 9 3  (January 1988) .  Reprinted in Le Monde morcele. Les 
Carrefours du Labyrithe III (Paris: Seuil, 1 990), pp. 1 1 3-39. My English translation 
first appeared in Zwischenbetrachungen 1m Prozess der Aufklarung. Jurgen Habermas 
zum 60. Geburtstag (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1 989). [Editor's Note: I have 
reedited Castoriadis' typescript English translation, restoring footnotes omitted from the 
published English version and translating passages left out of the abridged typescript 
and published versions.] 
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1 44 PHILOSOPHY, POLITICS, AUTONOMY 

society. It is the pole of regulated social imputation and allocation, 
without which society is  impossible. 1- Subjectivity, as agent of reflec
tion and deliberation (as thought and will) is a social-historical proj
ect; its origins, repeated twice with different modalities in Greece and 
in Western Europe, can be dated and located.3 The nucleus of both, of 
the individual and of  subjectivity, is the psyche or psychical monad, 
which is irreducible to the social-historical but susceptible to almost 
limitless shaping by it, on condition that the institution satisfies certain 
minimal requirements of  the psyche. Chief among these is that the 
institution must offer to the psyche meaning for its waking life. This is 
done by inducing and forcing the singular human being, during a 
period of schooling that starts with birth and which is reinforced till 
death, to invest (cathect) and make meaningful for him/herself the 
emerged parts of  the magma of social imaginary significations insti
tuted each time by society and which hold society together.4 

Manifestly, the social-historical immensely transcends any " inter
subjectivity. " This term is the fig leaf used to conceal the nudity of 
inherited thought and its inability to confront the question of the 
social-historical . It fails in this task. Society is  irreducible to " inter
subjectivity" -or to any sort of common action by individuals. Society 
is not a huge accumulation of face-to-face situations. Only already 
socialized individuals can enter into face-to-face, or back-to-back, sit
uations. No conceivable " cooperation," or " communicative action" 
of individuals could ever create language, for instance. Language, 
though leaning on biological properties of the human being, is not a 
biological datum either, it is a fundamental institution. And an assem
bly of unsocialized human beings, acting solely according to their deep 
psychical drives, would be unimaginably more Boschian than any 
ward for the mentally disturbed in an old psychiatric asylum. Society, 
as always already instituted, is self-creation and capacity for self-

2. Institution, ch. 6. 

3. Cornelius Castoriadis, "The State of the Subject Today" ( I 986) ,  tr. David Ames 
Curtis, Thesis Eleven, 24 ( I 989) ,  pp. 5-4 3 .  

4 .  Institution, ch. 6 and passim; also, " Institution de la societe e t  religion," Esprit, 
May I 9 8 2, reprinted in Domaines de [

,
homme. Les Carrefours du labyrinthe II (Paris: 

Seuil, I 986) ,  pp. 3 64-84. 
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alteration. It is the work of the radical imaginary as instituting, which 
brings itself into being as instituted society and as a given, and each 
time specified, social imaginary. 

The individual as such is not, however, "contingent" in relation to 
society. Society can exist concretely only through the fragmentary and 
complementary incarnation and incorporation of its institution and its 
imaginary significations in the living, talking, and acting individuals of 
that society. Athenian society is, in a sense, nothing but the Athenians ; 
without them, it is only the remnants of a transformed landscape, 
debris of marble and vases, indecipherable inscriptions, worn statues 
fished out some place in the Mediterranean. But the Athenians are 
Athenians only by means of the nomos of the polis. In this relationship 
between an instituted society-which infinitely transcends the totality 
of the individuals that  " compose" it, but which can actually exist only 
by being "realized" in the individuals it manufactures-on the one 
hand, and these individuals, on the other hand, we witness an original, 
unprecedented type of relationship which cannot be thought under the 
categories of the whole and its parts, the set and its elements, the 
universal and the particular, etc. In and through its own creation, 
society creates the individual as such and the individuals in and 
through which alone it can actual ly exist. But society is not a property 
of composition; neither is it a whole containing something more than 
and different from its parts, if only because these "parts" are made to 
be, and to be thus and not otherwise, by this "whole" which, neverthe
less, can only be in and through its " parts ."  This type of relationship, 
which has no analogy elsewhere, has to be reflected upon for itself, as 
principle and model of itself.5 

In this respect, one can never be too careful. This state of affairs has 
nothing to do with "systems theory" or with "self-organization," "or
der from noise, " etc. And it would be erroneous to say, as some do, 
that society produces individuals, which in turn produce society. Soci
ety is the work of the instituting imaginary. The individuals are made 
by the instituted society, at the same time as they make and remake it. 
The two mutually irreducible poles are the radical instituting 

5. MRT; and Institution, ch. 4. 
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imaginary-the field of  social-historical creation-on the one hand, 
the singular psyche, on the other. Starting with the psyche, using it, as 
it were, as a material, the instituted society each time makes the 
individuals-which,  as such, can henceforth only make the society 
which has made them. It  is only insofar as the radical imagination of 
the psyche seeps through the successive layers of the social armor, 
which cover and penetrate it  up to an unfathomable limit-point, and 
which constitute the individual, that the singular human being can 
have, in return, an independent action on society. Let me note, in 
anticipation of what follows, that such an action is  extremely rare and, 
at any rate, imperceptible wherever instituted heteronomy6 prevails
that is, in fact, in almost all known societies. In  this case, apart from 
the bundle of predefined social roles, the only ascertainable ways in 
which the singular psyche can manifest itself are transgression and 
pathology. Things are different in the rare case of societies where the 
bursting of complete heteronomy makes a true individuation of the 
individual possible and thus allows the radical imagination of the 
singular psyche to find or create the social means of publicly express
ing itself in an original manner and to contribute perceptibly to the 
self-alteration of the social world. A third aspect of this relation ap
pears during manifest and marked epochs of social-historical alter
ation when society and individuals alter themselves together, those 
alterations entailing each other in this case. 

Validity of Institutions and Primordial Power 

The institution, and the imaginary significations borne by it and 
animating it, create a world. This is the world of the particular society 
considered: it  is established in and through the articulation it  performs 
between a " natural" and " supranatural"-more generally, an "extra
social " -world and a " human" world in a narrow sense. This articula
tion can take on an extraordinary variety of forms: from an imaginary 
virtual fusion of the two to their utmost separation, from the submis
sion of society to the cosmic order or to God to the utmost frenzy of 

6.  MRT, pp. 1 08-1 0; and " Institution de la societe et religion," in Domaines. 
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control of and domination over nature. In all cases, "nature" and the 
"supranatura l"  are instituted in their meaning as such and in the innu
merable articulations of this meaning; and these articulations maintain 
a complex network of relations with the articulations of society itself as 
they are posited each time by its institution.7 

Society creates itself as form (eidos) and each time as a singular 
form. (To be sure, influences, historical transmissions, continuities, 
similarities, etc., are always there. They are tremendous, and so are the 
questions they raise ; but they do not modify in the least the essence of 
the situation, and their discussion need not detain us here.)  In creating 
itself, society deploys itself in and through a multiplicity of particular 
organizing and organized forms. It deploys itself as creation of its own 
space and its own time (of its own spatiality and temporality), popu
lated by innumerable objects and entities of "natural," "supranat
ural," and " human " character, all of them categorized and brought 
into relations posited each time by the given society. This work always 
leans on immanent properties of the being-thus of the world; but these 
properties are recreated, isolated, chosen, filtered, brought into rela
tion, and, above all, endowed with meaning by the institution and the 
imaginary significations of the given society. 8 

Trivialities apart, a general discourse about these articulations is 
almost impossible. they are, each time, the work of the given society 
and permeated by its imaginary significations. In its "materiality,"  or 
"concreteness, " this or that institution as found in two different soci
eties may appear identical or highly similar; however, this apparent 
material identity is each time immersed in a different magma of differ
ent significations, and this suffices to transform such an apparent 
identity into an actual alterity from the social-historical point of view 
(for example, writing, with the same alphabet, in Athens, 4 50 B.C., 
and in Constantinople, 7 50 A.D.) .  Universals stretching across the 
boundaries of different societies-such as language, the production of 
material l ife, the regulation of sexual l ife and reproduction, norms and 

7. MRT, pp. 1 49-50;  and Institution, ch. 5 .  

8 .  Ibid. 
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values, etc.-certainly do exist; by no means, however, can their exis
tence found a " theory" of society and history with substantive con
tent. And, within these " formal " universals, more specific universals 
also exist (e.g., concerning language and certain phonological laws) .  
But, like writing with the same alphabet, they work only at the border 
of the being of society, which deploys itself as meaning and significa
tion. As soon as one considers "grammatical " or "syntactic" univer
sals, much more redoubtable questions arise. For instance, Chomsky's 
enterprise must face this impossible dilemma: either grammatical (syn
tactical) forms are totally  indifferent as to meaning-a statement 
whose absurdity any translator would readily acknowledge-or they 
contain and carry with them potentially since the advent of the first 
human language and God knows how, all the significations which will 
ever appear in history-which entails a metaphysics of  history both 
overladen and naive. To say that in each and every language it must be 
possible to express the idea "John gave an apple to Mary" is certainly 
true but also regrettably meager. 

There is, however, one universal we can " deduce," once we know 
what society is and what the psyche is. It  concerns the effective validity 
(Geltung), the positive validity (in the sense of "positive law " )  of the 
immense instituted edifice of society. How is it possible for the institu
tion and for institutions (language, the definition of " reality" and 
" truth ,"  ways of doing things, work, sexual regulation, l icit/illicit, 
calls to die for the tribe or the nation which are almost always greeted 
with enthusiasm, and so on) to compel recognition and acceptance on 
the part of  the psyche, which in its essence can only ignore a l l  this 
hodgepodge and would, i f  ever it perceived it, find it highly inimical 
and repugnant? There are two sides to this question:  the psychical and 
the social. 

From the psychical point of view, the social fabrication of the indi
vidual is the historical process by means of which the psyche is coerced 
(smoothly or brutally ; in fact, the process always entails violence 
against the proper nature of the psyche) into giving up its initial ob
jects and its initial world ( this renunciation is never total, but almost 
always sufficient to fulfill social requirements) and into investing 
(cathecting) socially instituted objects, rules, and the world. This is the 
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true meaning of the process of  sublimation.9 The minimal requirement 
for this process to unfold is that the institution provide the psyche with 
meaning-another type of meaning than the protomeaning of the psy
chical monad. The social individual is thus constituted by means of the 
internalization of the world and the imaginary significations created 
by society; it internalizes explicitly vast fragments of this world, it 
internalizes implicitly its virtual totality by virtue of the interminable 
reciprocal referrals which link, magmaticaIly, each fragment of this 
social world to the rest of it. 

The social side of this process concerns the whole complex of institu
tions in which the human being is steeped as soon as it is born and, 
first of all, the Other-general ly, but not inevitably, the mother-who, 
already socialized in a determinate manner, takes care of the newborn 
and speaks a determinate language. More abstractly speaking, there is 
a "part" of almost all institutions that aims at the nurturing, the 
rearing, the education of the newcomers-what the Greeks called pai
deia: family, age groups, rites, school, customs, laws, etc. 

The effective validity of the institutions is thus ensured, first and 
foremost, by the very process which makes a social individual out of 
the little screaming monster. The latter can only become an individual 
if it internalizes the institutions of its society. 

If we define power as the capacity for a personal or impersonal 
instance (Instanz) to bring someone to do (or to abstain from doing) 
that which , left to him/herself, s/he would not necessarily have done 
(or would possibly have done), it is immediately obvious that the 
greatest conceivable power lies in the possibility of preforming some
one in such a way that, of his/her own accord, s/he does what one 
wants him/her to do, without any need for domination (Herrschaft) or 
of explicit power (Macht/Gewalt) to bring him/her to . . .  (do or ab
stain from doing something) . Equally obvious, a being subject to such 
shaping will present at the same time the appearances of the fullest 

9. Cornelius Castoriadis, " Epilegomena to a Theory of the Soul which has been 
presented as a Science" ( 1 9 6 8 ) ,  now in Crossroads in the Labyrinth ( 1 978) ,  tr. Martin 
H. Ryle and Kate Soper (Brighton : Harvester, and Cam bridge, Mass . :  M. I .T. ,  1 9 84 ) ;  see 
pp. 34-40, and also Institution, pp. 3 I 1 - 20. 
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possible spontaneity, and the reality of a total h eteronomy. Compared 
to this absolute power, any explicit power and any form of domination 
can be seen as deficient, for they betray the markings of an irreparable 
fai lure. (Henceforth, I will speak of "explicit power" ; the term " domi
nation" is better used for the specific social-historical situations in 
which an asymmetric and antagonistic division of the social body is 
instituted. ) 

Thus, before any explicit power and, even more, before any " domi
nation," the institution of society wields over the individuals it pro
duces a radical ground-power. This ground-power, or primordial 
power, as manifestation of the instituting power of the radical imagi
nary, is not locatable. It is  never the power of an individual or of a 
nameable instance. It is carried out by the instituted society, but in the 
background stands the instituting society; and " once this institution is  
set in place,  the social as instituting slips away, puts itself at a distance, 
is already somewhere else. " 10 In turn, the instituting society, however 
radical its creation may be, always works by starting from something 
already instituted and on the basis of what is a lready there. I t  is  always 
h istorical-save for an inaccessible point of origin. It is  always, and to 
an unmeasurable degree, also recovery of the given, and therefore 
burdened with an inheritance, even if under beneficium inventorii, the 
limits of which cannot be fixed either. We will discuss later the implica
tions of this fundamental situation for the project of autonomy and for 
the idea of effective human freedom. Before that, however, we must 
come to understand that, to begin with,  the institution of society 
wields a radical power over the individuals making it up, and that this 
power itself is grounded upon the instituting power of  the radical 
imaginary and of the whole preceding history which finds, each time, 
in the institution as it is posited its transient outcome. Ultimately, 
therefore, we are dealing with the power of the social-historical field 
itself, the power of outis, of Nobody.n 

IO. MRT, p. 1 1 2; Institution, pp. 3 69-73 .  

I 1 . " Epilegomena," in Crossroads, p. 40. 
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Limits of the Instituting Ground-Power 

Considered in itself, therefore, the instituting ground-power and its 
realization by the institution should be absolute and should shape the 
individuals in such a fashion that they are bound to reproduce eternally 
the regime which has produced them. And this is, almost always, almost 
everywhere, manifestly the strict intention (or finality) of existing insti
tutions. If this finality were strictly fulfilled, there would be no history. 
We know, however, that this is not true. Instituted society never suc
ceeds in wielding its ground-power in an absolute fashion. The most it 
can attain-as we see in primitive societies and, more generally, in the 
whole class of what we must call traditional societies-is the instaura
tion of a temporality of apparently essential repetition, beneath which 
its insurmountable historicity continues to work imperceptibly and 
over very long periods .11. Seen as absolute and total, the ground-power 
of the instituted society and ·of tradition is therefore, sooner or later, 
bound to fai l .  This is a sheer fact which we are compelled to recognize: 
there is history, there is a plurality of essentially different societies. 
Nevertheless, we can try to elucidate it. 

For this elucidation, four factors have to be taken into account. 

I .  Society creates its world; it invests it with meaning; it provides itself 
with a store of significations designed in advance to deal with what
ever may occur. The magma of the socially instituted imaginary 
significations resorbs, potentially, whatever may present itself, and it 
could not, in principle, be taken unawares or find itself helpless. In 
this respect, the role of rel igion and the essential function it fulfills 
for the closure of meaning have always been central. 13 (For instance, 
the Holocaust becomes a proof of the singularity and the divine 
election of the Jewish people. ) The "world in itself" bears within 
itself an ensemblistic-identitary organization that is sufficiently sta
ble and "systematic" in its first layer to allow humans to live socially 
and at the same time sufficiently lacunar and incomplete to bear an 

1 2. Institution, pp. 1 8 5-86 and 202- 1 5 . 

1 3 · MRT, pp. 1 3 0- 3 1 ,  1 3 9-40, 1 4 3 -44,  and 1 47-4 8 ;  Institution, pp. 3 6 1 -62;  and 
"Institution de la societe et rel igion ,"  in  Domaines. 
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indefinite number of social-historical creations of signification. Both 
aspects relate to ontological dimensions of the world in itself, which 
no transcendental subjectivity, no language, no pragmatics of com
munication could ever bring into existence. 14 But also the world qua 
"presocial world" -a limit for any thought-though in itself signify
ing nothing, is  always there as inexhaustible provision of alterity and 
as the always imminent risk of laceration of the web of significations 
with which society has l ined it. The a-meaning of the world is always 
a possible threat for the meaning of society. Thus the ever-present 
risk that the social edifice of significations will totter. 

2. Society fabricates individuals with the psyche as raw material. I do 
not know which of the two is more amazing: the almost total 
plasticity of the psyche with respect to the social  formation that 
shapes it  or its invincible capacity to preserve its monadic core and 
its radical imagination and to thwart, at least partially, the inces
sant schooling imposed upon it. However rigid or watertight the 
type of i ndividual into which it  has been transformed, the irreduc
ible being proper to the singular psyche always manifests itself in 
the form of dreams, " psychical " il lnesses, transgressions, conten
tions and querulent expressions, but also in the form of singular 
contributions to the more than slow alteration of our social modes 
of making/doing and representing. (In traditional societies, these 
singular contributions are rarely, if ever, locatable.) 

3 . Society is  but exceptionally-or never-unique or isolated. It just 
so happens (sumbainei) that there is an indefinite plurality of hu
man societies as well as synchronic coexistence and contact among 
them. The institution and the significations of  the others are always 
a deadly threat to our own; what is sacred for us is for them 
abominable, what is  meaning for us is for them the very figure of 
nonsense. I S  

4 .  Finally, and principally, society can never escape itself. The insti
tuted society is always subject to the subterranean pressure of  insti-

1 4. Institution, ch. 5; also, " Portee ontologique de I'histoire de Ia science," in Do
maines, pp. 4 1 9-5 5 .  

1 5 . Cornelius Castoriadis, "Notations sur I e  racisme," Connexions, 4 8  ( 1 9 86), pp. 
107- 1 8 .  
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tuting society. Beneath the established social imaginary, the flow of 
the radical imaginary continues steadily. Indeed, this primordial 
and raw fact of the radical imaginary allows us not to "solve," but 
to phrase differently, the question implied by our previous expres
sions, it just so happens, and there is. That there is an essential 
plural ity, synchronic and diachronic, of societies means just that: 
there is an instituting imaginary. 

All these factors threaten society 's stability and self-perpetuation . 
And against all of them, the institution of society establishes in ad
vance and contains defenses and protections. Principal among these is 
the virtual omnipotence, the capacity of universal covering, of its 
magma of significations. Any irruption of the raw world becomes for 
it sign of something, is interpreted away and thereby exorcised. 
Dreams, i l lnesses, transgressions, and deviance are also explained 
away. Alien societies and people are posited as strange, savage, impi
ous. The enemy against which the defenses of society are feeblest is i ts 
own instituting imaginary, its own creativity. This is also why it is 
against this danger that the strongest protection has been set up; 
strongest, that is, as long as it lasts, and for all we know it has lasted at 
least I OO,OOO years. It is the denial and the covering up of the institut
ing dimension of society through the imputation of the origin of the 
institution and of its social significations to an extrasocial source. 1 6  
"Extrasocia l "  here means external to the actual, living society: gods or 
God, but also founding heroes or ancestors who are continually re
incarnated in the newborn humans; in the latter case, society posits 
itself as l iterally possessed by another " i tself, " one infinitely close and 
infinitely distant. In more agitated historical worlds, supplementary 
l ines of defense are establ ished . The denial of the alteration of society, 
or the covering up of the new by means of its attribution to mythical 
origins, may become impossible. In such cases, the new can be sub
jected to a fictitious but nevertheless efficient reduction with the help 
of "commentary" on and " interpretation " of the tradition. This is, 
typically, the case of  the Weltreligionen, in particular of the Jewish, 
Christian, and Islamic worlds. 

1 6. MRT, p. 1 3 1 ;  Institution, pp. 2 1 3- 1 5  and 3 7 1 -7 3 .  
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Explicit Power and the Political Dimension of the Institution 
of Society 

All these defenses can fail ,  and, in a sense, they always eventually fail. 
Crimes, violent insuperable contentions, natural calamities destroying 
the functionality of existing institutions, wars are always there. This 
fact is one of the roots of explicit power. There always has been, and 
there always will be, a dimension of the social institution in charge of 
this essential function: to reestablish order, to ensure the life and the 
operation of society against whatever, actually or potentially, endan
gers them. 

There is  another, perhaps even more important, root of explicit 
power. The social institution, and the magma of imaginary significa
tions it embodies, are much more than a heap of representations (or 
of " ideas" ) .  Society institutes itself in and through the three insep
arable dimensions of representation, affect, and intention. The "rep
resentational" (not necessarily representable and expressible) part of 
the magma of social imaginary significations is the least difficult to 
approach. But this approach would remain critically inadequate (as 
is, indeed, the case in almost all philosophies and theories of history 
and even in historiography) i f, aiming only at a history and a her
meneutics of " representations" and " ideas, " it ignored the magma 
of affects proper to each society-its Stimmung, its way of living 
itself and of living the world and life itself-or if it  ignored the 
intentional vectors which weave together the institution and the life 
of society, what one may call its proper and characteristic push and 
drive, which are never reducible to its simple conservation. 1 7  It is by 
means of this push and drive that the past/present of society is al
ways inhabited by a future which is, perpetually, to be made and to 
be done. It is this push and drive that invest with meaning the big
gest unknown of all : that which is not yet but will be, the future, by 
giving to those who are living the means to participate in the preser
vation or the constitution of a world that perpetuates the estab
lished meaning. It is also because of this push and drive that the 
innumerable plurality of social activities always transcends the sim-

1 7. Institution, passim. 
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pie biological "preservation" o f  the species and is, at the same time, 
subject to a hierarchization . 

This unavoidable dimension of push and drive toward that which is 
to be made and done introduces another type of "disorder" within the 
social order. Even within the most rigid and repetitive setup, the facts 
of ignorance and uncertainty as to the future forbid a complete prior 
codification of decisions. Explicit power is thus also rooted in the 
necessity to decide what is and is not to be done with respect to the 
more or less explicit ends which are the objects of the push and drive 
of the society considered. 

Therefore, what we call " legislative" and "executive" power can be 
buried in the institution as custom and internalization of supposedly 
intangible norms. "Judicial " power and "governmental " power, how
ever, must be explicitly present, under whatever form, as soon as there 
is society. The question of nomos (and of its, so to speak, "mechani
cal"  implementation, the so-called executive power) may be covered 
up by a society ;  but this cannot be done as ' regards dike-the 
judiciary-and telos-the governmental. 

Whatever i ts explicit  articulation, explicit power can never, there
fore, be thought exclusively in terms of " friend-foe" (Carl Schmitt) . 
Neither can it (nor can domination) be reduced to the "monopoly of 
legitimate violence" (Engels) . Beneath the monopoly of legitimate vio
lence lies the monopoly of the legitimate word, and this is, in turn, 
ruled by the monopoly of the valid signification. The throne of the 
Lord of signification stands above the throne of the Lord of violence. I s  
The voice of the arms can only begin to be heard amid the crash of the 
collapsing edifice of institutions. And for violence to manifest itself 
effectively, the word-the injunctions of the existing power-has to 
keep its magic over the "groups of armed men " (Engels) .  The fourth 
company of the Pavlovsky regiment, guards to His Majesty the Czar, 
and the Semenovsky regiment, were the strongest pillars of the throne, 
until those days of February 26 and 27, 1 9 1 7 when they fraternized 
with the crowd and turned their guns against their own officers. The 
mightiest army in the world will not protect you if it is not loyal to 

1 8 .  Institution, pp. 308-09. 
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you-and the ultimate foundation of its loyalty is  its imaginary belief 
in your imaginary legitimacy. 

There always is, thus, and there always will be, an explicit power, 
that is, unless a society were to succeed in transforming its subjects 
into automata that had completely internalized the instituted order 
and in constructing a temporality that took into account, in advance, 
all future time. Both aims are impossible to achieve, given what we 
know about the psyche, the instituting imaginary, the world. 

On Some Confusions: "The Political" 

There is, thus, a dimension of the institution of society pertaining to 
explicit power, that is, to the existence of instances capable of formulat
ing explicitly sanctionable injunctions. This dimension is to be called 
the dimension of "the political. " It matters little, at this level, whether 
the instances in question are embodied by the whole tribe, by the 
elders, by the warriors, by a chief, by the demos, by a bureaucratic 
apparatus, etc. 

We must try here to clear up three confusions. 
The first is the identification of explicit power with the State. "Soci

eties without the State" are by no means " societies without power. " 
Not only can we observe in these societies, as everywhere, the enor
mous ground-power of the established institution (which becomes that 
much the greater as expl icit power is reduced), we also always find an 
explicit power of  the collectivity (or of the males, the warriors, etc. ) 
pertaining to dike and telos-to j urisdiction and to decisions. Explicit 
power is not identical to the State. We have to restrict the term and the 
notion of State to a specific eidos, the h istorical creation of which can 
almost be dated and localized. The State is an instance separated from 
the collectivity and it is instituted in a way that it continuously ensures 
this separation. The State is, typically, what I call an institution of the 
second order, belonging to a specific class of societies. 1 9  I would insist, 
moreover, that the term "State" be restricted to the cases where there 

1 9 .  On this term, see Institution, p. 3 7 1 ,  and "The First Institution of Society and 
Second-Order Institutions" ( 1 98 5) ,  tr. David Ames Curtis, Free Associations, 1 2 ( 1 988) ,  

PP· 3 9- 5 1 · 
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i s  a n  institution of a State Apparatus, which entails a separate civil ian, 
military or priestly " bureaucracy," even if it be rudimentary, that is, a 
hierarchal organization with a delimition of regions of competence. 
This definition can cover the immense majority of known Statelike 
organizations; there are of course some rare borderline cases which 
can be left to the quibblings of those who forget that, in the social
historical domain, definitions are valid only os epi to polu, as Aristotle 
would say, only " for the most part and in most cases ."  In this sense, 
the Greek democratic polis is not a "State," since in it explicit power
the positing of nomos, dike and telos-belongs to the whole body of 
citizens. This explains also the difficulties encountered by a mind as 
powerful as Max Weber's when faced with the democratic polis, diffi
culties rightly underlined and correctly commented upon in one of 
M. I. Finley's last writings. 2o Hence the impossibil ity of grasping Athe
nian democracy by means of the ideal types of "traditional"  or "ra
tional" domination ( remember that for Max Weber "rational domina
tion " and "bureaucratic domination" are almost interchangeable 
terms), and his infelicitous attempts to present the Athenian "dema
gogues" as holders of charismatic power. Marxists and feminists 
would, no doubt, reply that the demos wielded power over slaves and 
women, and therefore "was the State ."  Should one then say that in the 
South of the United States whites "were the State" vis-a.-vis blacks 
until 1 86S ? Or that French adult males "were the State" vis-a.-vis 
women until 1 94 5 ?  Or that today, everywhere, adults "are the State" 
vis-a.-vis nonadults ?  Neither explicit power, nor domination need take 
the form of the State. 

The second confusion involves mixing up the political, the dimen
sion of explicit power, with the overall institution of society. As is well 
known, the term " the political" was introduced by Carl Schmitt (Der 
Begri(( des Politischen, 1 928 )  with a restricted meaning which, if we 
accept the foregoing, should be found wanting. We witness today an 
attempt in the opposite direction, an attempt' to expand the meaning of 

20. M. I. Finley, Ancient History: Evidence and Models (New York: Viking Press, 
1 986),  ch. 6: "Max Weber and the Greek City-State," pp. 88- 103,  and Epilogue, pp. 
106-8. See also my article, "The Greek Polis and the Creation of Democracy," ch. 5 of 
this book, pp. 1 09-10. 
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the term unti l  it resorbs the overall institution of society. The distin
guishing of the political from other " social phenomena" would stem, 
it  seems, from a positivist attitude. (Of course, what we are dealing 
with here are not " phenomena" but rather ineliminable dimensions of 
the social  institution :  language, work, sexual reproduction, the raising 
of new generations, religion, mores, " cu lture" in the narrow sense, 
etc.)  In this attempt, " the political"  is presented as that which gener
ates the relations of humans among themselves and with the world, the 
representation of nature and time, the mutual p ositions of religion and 
power. This is, of course, exactly what I have defined since I 96 5 as the 
imaginary institution of society.:1.I Personal tastes aside, the gains to be 
made by calling the overal l  institution of society "the political"  are 
hard to see, but the damages are obvious. Either, in calling " the politi 
cal " that which everybody would naturally cal l  the institution of soci
ety, one merely attempts a change in vocabulary without substantive 
content, creating only confusion and violating the maxim nomina non 
sunt praeter necessitatem multiplicanda, or one attempts to preserve in 
this substi tution the connotations linked with the word "political " 
since its creation by the Greeks, that is, whatever pertains to explicit 
and at least partially conscious and reflective decisions concerning the 
fate of the collectivity ; but then, through a strange reversal, language, 
economy, religion, representation of the world, family, etc., have to be 
said to depend upon pol itical decisions in a way that would win the 
approval of  Charles Maurras as well as of Pol Pot. "Everything is 
political"  either means nothing, or it  means : everything ought to be 
political, ought to flow from an explicit decision of the Sovereign. 

Politics 

The root of the second confusion is perhaps to be found in a third one. 
One frequently hears i t  said nowadays: the Greeks invented (or " discov
ered")  the political .1.1. One may credit the Greeks with many things-

2 1 .  MRT, pp. I I 5 -64; and Institution, passim. 

22. The French translator of M. I .  Finley's Politics in the Ancient World was quite 
right not to give in  to facile fashion, when she entitled her translation L'Invention de la 
Politique-"the invention of politics," not "the invention of the political. " 
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and, mostly, with things other than the ones they are usually credited 
with-but certainly not with the invention of the institution of soci
ety, or even of explicit power. The Greeks did not invent "the" pol iti
cal, in the sense of the dimension of explicit power always present in 
any society. They invented-or, better, created-politics, which is 
something entirely different. People sometimes argue about whether 
and to what extent poli tics existed before the Greeks. A vain argu
ment, framed in vague terms, muddled th inking. Before the Greeks 
(and after them) one sees intrigues, plots, machinations, conspiracies, 
influence peddling, silent or open struggles over explicit power. One 
observes an art of managing, or of " improving, " establ ished power 
(fantastically developed in many places, e.g., in China) .  One can even 
observe explicit and deliberate changes in some institutions-or even, 
in rare cases, radical reinstitutions ("Moses, " or, certainly, Moham
med) ; but in these cases, the legislator, whether prophet or king, 
invokes an instituting power of divine origin, he produces or exhibits 
sacred books. Now, if the Greeks were able to create politics, democ
racy and philosophy it is also because they had neither sacred books 
nor prophets. They had poets, philosophers, legislators and politai
citizens.  

Politics, such as it was created by the Greeks, amounts to the explicit 
putting into question of the established institution of society. This 
presupposes that at least important parts of this institution had noth
ing "sacred" or "natural " about them, but rather that they represented 
nomos. The democratic movement in the Greek cities took aim at the 
explicit power and tried to reinstitute it. As is known, in about half the 
poleis it failed (or did not succeed even in making a real start) . Despite 
this, its emergence acted upon the totality of the poleis, since even the 
oligarchical or tyrannical regimes, in being confronted with it, had to 
define themselves as such and therefore appear such as they were. But 
the democratic movement is not confined to the struggle around ex
plicit power, it aims potentially at the overall reinstitution of society, 
and this is materia lized through the creation of philosophy. Greek 
thought is not a commentary on or an interpretation of sacred texts, it 
amounts ipso (acto to the putting into question of the most important 
dimension of the institution of society: the representations and the 
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norms of the tribe, and the very notion of truth. To be sure, there is in 
all societies a socially instituted " truth ,"  which amounts to the canoni
cal conformity of representations and statements to what is socially 
instituted as the equivalent of " axioms" and " procedures of valida
tion. " This " truth" ought, properly speaking, to be called correctness 
(Richtigkeit) . But the Greeks create the truth as the interminable move
ment of thought which constantly tests its bounds and looks back 
upon itself (reflectiveness) ,  and they create it as democratic philoso
phy. Thinking ceases to be the business of rabbis, of priests, of mul
lahs, of courtiers, or of solitary monks, and becomes the business of 
citizens who want to discuss within a public space created by this very 
movement. 

Greek politics, and politics properly conceived, can be defined as the 
explicit collective activity which aims at  being lucid (reflective and 
deliberate) and whose object is  the institution of  society as such . It is, 
therefore, a coming into light, though certainly partial, of the institut
ing in person;  a dramatic, though by no means exclusive, illustration 
of this is  presented by the moments of revolution.2-3 The creation of 
politics takes place when the established institution of society is put 
into question as such and in its various aspects and dimensions (which 
rapidly leads to the discovery and the explicit elaboration, but also a 
new and different articulation, of solidarity),  that is to say, when an
other relation, previously unknown, is  created between the instituting 
and the instituted.2.4 

True politics, therefore, is from the start potentially radical as well 
as global, and the same is true about its offspring, classical " political 
philosophy. " I say " potentially" because, as is known, many explicit 
institutions in the democratic poleis, including some particularly repug
nant to us (slavery, the inferior status of women), were never put into 
question on a practical basis. But this is irrelevant to our discussion. 
The creation of democracy and philosophy is truly the creation of 
historical movement in  the strong sense-a movement which, in  this 

23 .  MRT, p. 1 1 2. 

24. MRT, pp. 9 5 - I I 4 .  See also the General Introduction ( 1 972) in the first volume 
of my Political and Social Writings, tr. David Ames Curtis, 2 vols. (Minneapolis:  Univer
sity of Minnesota Press, 1 98 8) ,  pp. 29-36 ;  and Institution, pp. 3 7 1 -73 .  
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phase, deploys itself from the eighth to the fifth century, and is in fact 
brought to an end with the defeat of Athens in 404. 

The radicality of this movement should not be underestimated. Leav
ing aside the activity of the legislators (nomothetes) ,  on which trust
worthy information is scant (though many reasonable inferences 
about it, especially in relation to the founding of colonies, starting in 
the eighth century, remain to be drawn) ,  suffice it to mention the 
boldness of the Cleisthenean revolution, which subjected the tradi
tional Athenian society to a far-going reorganization aimed at the 
equal and balanced participation of all citizens in political power. The 
discussions and projects to which the dispersed and mutilated torsos of 
the sixth and fifth century bear witness (Solon, Hippodamos, the Soph
ists, Democritus, Thucydides, Aristophanes, etc.) present a dazzling 
picture of this radicality. The institution of society is clearly seen in the 
fifth century as a human work (Democritus, the Mikros Diakosmos as 
handed down to us by Tzetzes, the Sophists, Sophocles in Antigone) . 
The Greek also know from very early on that the human being will be 
such as the nomoi of the polis will make it (the idea, clearly formulated 
by the poet Simonides, is still repeated many times as obvious by 
Aristotle) .  They know, therefore, that there is no worthy human being 
without a worthy polis, without a polis ruled by the proper nomos. 
They also know, contrary to Leo Strauss, that there is no "natural " 
law (the expression would be self-contradictory in Greek) .  And the 
discovery of the " arbitrariness" of the nomos as well as of its constitu
tive character for the human being opens the interminable discussion 
about right, wrong, j ustice, and the "correct politeia. " 2. 5  

This same radicality, along with the awareness of the fabrication of 
the individual by the society in which it lives, stands behind the philo
sophical works of the period of decadence-of the fourth century, 
those of  Plato and Aristotle-forces itself upon them as a self
evidence, and nourishes them. Thanks to it, Plato is able to think a 
radical utopia ;  because of it, Plato as wel1 as Aristotle emphasizes the 
importance of paideia even more than of the "political constitution" in 
the narrow sense. And it  is no accident that the renewal of political 

25 .  Cornelius Castoriadis, "Value, Equality, Justice, Politics: From Marx to Aristotle 
and from Aristotle to Ourselves" ( 1 97 5 ), in Crossroads, pp. 278-3 30. 
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thought in Western Europe is quickly accompanied by the resurgence 
of radical "utopias. "  These utopias manifest, first and foremost, aware
ness of this fundamental fact: institutions are human works. And it is 
no accident either that, contrary to the poverty in this respect of con
temporary "political philosophy, "  grand political philosophy from 
Plato to Rousseau has placed the question of paideia at the center of its 
interests. Even if, practically considered, the question of education has 
always remained a concern of modern times, this great tradition dies in 
fact with the French Revolution. And it takes a good deal of philistin
ism and hypocrisy to display surprise at  the fact that Plato thought it 
proper to legislate about the musical nomoi or about poetry-forget
ting that the State today decides about the poems children will learn in 
school. We will discuss later whether Plato was right to do it as he did 
and to the degree that he did. 

The Greeks' creation of politics and philosophy is the first h istorical 
emergence of the project of collective and individual autonomy. If we 
want to be free, we have to make our own nomos. If we want to be 
free, nobody should have the power to tells  us what we should think. 

But free how, and up to what point? These are the questions of true 
politics-preciously absent from the contemporary discourses about 
"the political, " "human rights, "  or "natural law" -to which we must 
now turn. 

Heteronomy and Autonomy 

Almost always, almost everywhere societies have lived in a state of 
instituted heteronomy.26 An essential constituent of this state is the 
instituted representation of an extrasocial  source of nomos. In this 
respect, religion plays a central role. It supplies a representation of this 
source and of its attributes, it  ensures that all significations-those 
pertaining to the world as well as those pertaining to human affairs
spring from the same origin, it cements the whole by means of a belief 
that musters the support of essential tendencies of the psyche. Let me 
add parenthetically that the contemporary fashion-for which Max 

26. MRT, pp. 1 08-1 0, and the texts cited in note 24. 
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Weber is partly responsible-of presenting religion as a set of "ideas" 
or as a " religious ideology "  leads to a catastrophic misunderstanding, 
for it  fails to recognize that the religious affect and the religious drive 
are as important, and as variable, as religious "representations. " 

The denial of the instituting dimension of society, the covering up of 
the instituting imaginary by the instituted imaginary, goes hand in 
hand with the creation of true-to-form individuals, whose thought and 
life are dominated by repetition (whatever else they may do, they do 
very little) ,  whose radical imagination is bridled to the utmost degree 
possible, and who are hardly truly individualized. To see this, it is 
enough to compare the similitude of sculptures dating from the same 
Egyptian dynasty to the difference between Sappho and Archilochus 
or Bach and Handel. It also goes hand in hand with the peremptory 
exclusion of any questioning about the ultimate grounds of the beliefs 
and the laws of the tribe, thus also of the "legitimacy" of the instituted 
explicit power. In this sense, the very term "legitimacy" becomes 
anachronistic (and Eurocentric, or Sinocentric) when applied to most 
traditional societies. Tradition means that the question of the legiti
macy of tradition shall not be raised. Individuals in these societies are 
fabricated in such a way that this question remains for them mentally 
and psychically inconceivable. 

As a germ, autonomy emerges when explicit and unlimited interroga
tion explodes on the scene-an interrogation that has bearing not on 
" facts" but on the social imaginary significations and their possible 
grounding. This is a moment of creation, and it ushers in a new type of 
society and a new type of individuals. I am speaking intentionally of 
germ, for autonomy, social as well as individual, is a project. The rise 
of unlimited interrogation creates a new social-historical eidos: reflec
tiveness in the full sense, or self-reflectiveness, as well as the individual 
and the insti tutions which embody it. The questions raised are, on the 
social level :  Are our laws good? Are they just? Which laws ought we to 
make? And, on the individual level : Is what I think true ? Can I know if 
it is true-and if so, how? The moment of philosophy's birth is not the 
appearance of the " question of Being" but rather the emergence of the 
question :  What is it that we ought to think? The "question of Being" is 
only a component of this more general question: What ought we to 
think about Being (or about justice, or about ourselves, etc. ) ?  The 



PHILOSOPHY, POLITICS, AUTONOMY 

" question of Being" has been, for instance, both raised and solved in 
the Pentateuch, as in most sacred books. The moment of democracy's 
birth, and that of  politics, is not the reign of  law or of right, nor that of 
the " rights of man," nor even the equality of citizens as such, but 
rather the emergence of the questioning of the law in and through the 
actual activity of the community. Which are the laws we ought to 
make? At that moment politics is born; that is to say, freedom is born 
as social-historically effective freedom. And this birth is inseparable 
from the birth of  philosophy. (Heidegger's systematic and not acciden
tal blindness to their inseparability is the main factor distorting his 
view of the Greeks and of all the rest.)  

Autonomy comes from autos-nomos: (to give to) oneself one's laws. 
After what has been said about heteronomy it is hardly necessary to 
add: to make one's own laws, knowing that one is doing so. This is a 
new eidos within the overall history of being: a type of being that 
reflectively gives to itself the laws of its being. 

Thus conceived, autonomy bears little relation to Kant's " auton
omy" for many reasons, of which it will suffice to mention one. 
Autonomy does not consist in acting according to a law discovered in 
an immutable Reason and given once and for all . It is the unlimited 
self-questioning about the law and its foundations as well as the 
capacity, in l ight of this interrogation, to make, to do and to institute 
(therefore also, to say) . Autonomy is the reflective activity of a reason 
creating itself  in an endless movement, both as individual and social 
reason. 

Autonomy and Politics 

Let us return now to politics, and start, so as to facilitate understand
ing, with what is proteron pros hemas, first with respect to ourselves : 
the individual. In what sense can an individual be autonomous? There 
are two sides to this question, the internal and the external . 

The internal side: the nucleus of the individual is the psyche (the 
Unconscious, the drives ) .  Any idea of eliminating or " mastering" this 
nucleus would be plainly ridiculous; that task is not only impossible, it 
would amount to a murder of the human being. Also, at any given 
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moment, the individual carries with itself, in itself, a history which 
cannot and should not be "eliminated, " since the individual's very 
reflectiveness and lucidity are the products of this history. The auton
omy of the individual consists in the instauration of an other relation
ship between the reflective instance and the other psychical instances 
as well as between the present and the history which made the individ
ual such as it is. This relationship makes it possible for the individual 
to escape the enslavement of repetition, to look back upon itself, to 
reflect on the reason for its thoughts and the motives of its acts, guided 
by the elucidation of its desire and aiming at the truth. This autonomy 
can effectively alter the behavior of the individual, as we positively 
know. This means that the individual is no longer a pure and passive 
product of its psyche and history and of the institution. In other 
words, the formation of a reflective and deliberative instance, that is, 
of true subjectivity, frees the radical imagination of the singular human 
being as source of creation and alteration and allows this being to 
attain an effective freedom. This freedom presupposes, of course, the 
indeterminacy of the psychical world as well as its permeability to 
meaning. But it also entails that the simply given meaning has ceased 
to be a cause (which is also always the case in the social-historical 
world) and that there is the effective possibil ity of the choice of mean
ing not dictated in advance. In other words, once formed, the reflective 
instance plays an active and not predetermined role in the deployment 
and the formation of meaning, whatever its source (be it the radical 
creative imagination of the singular being or the reception of a socially 
created meaning) . 2.7 In turn, this presupposes again a specific psychical 
mechanism : to be autonomous implies that one has psychically in
vested freedom and the aiming at truth. 2.S If such were not the case, one 
could not understand why Kant toiled over the Critiques instead of 
having fun with something else. And this psychical investment-"an 
empirical determination "  -does not diminish in the least the possible 
validity of the ideas in the Critiques, the deserved admiration we feel 

27. MRT, pp. 1 0 1 -7 ;  "The State of the Subject Today," Thesis Eleven, pp. 24-43 .  

28 .  " Epilegomena, " in Crossroads, pp. 3 6-40. 
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toward the daring old man, the moral value of his endeavor. Because it 
neglects all these considerations, the " freedom" of the inherited phi
losophy is bound to remain a sheer fiction, a flesh less phantom, a 
constructum void of interest fur uns Menschen, to use the same phrase 
Kant obsessively repeats. 

The external side of the question throws us into the deepest waters 
of the social-historical ocean. I cannot be free alone; neither can I be 
free in each and every type of society. Here again we encounter philo
sophical self-delusion, exemplified this time by Descartes-though he 
is far from alone in this respect-when he pretends that he can forget 
he is sitting upon twenty-two centuries of interrogation and doubt and 
that he l ives in  a society where, for centuries, Revelation as well as 
naive faith by no means suffice any longer, since a " proof" of the 
existence of God is henceforth required by those who think, even if  
they believe. 

The important point in this respect is  not the existence or nonexis
tence of formal coercion ( "oppression" )  but the inescapable internal
ization of the social insti tu tion, without which there can be no indi
viduals. Freedom and truth cannot be objects of investment i f  they 
have not a lready emerged as social imaginary significations. Individu
als aiming at autonomy cannot appear unless the social-historical field 
has already altered itself in such a way that i t  opens a space of interro
gation without bounds (without an instituted or revealed truth, for 
instance ) .  For someone to be able to find in him/herself the psychical 
resources and, in his environment the actual possibility, to stand up 
and say: " Our laws are unjust, our gods are false, " a self-alteration of 
the social institution is required, and this can only be the work of the 
instituting imaginary. For instance, the statement: "The Law is unjust" 
is l inguistically i mpossible, or at least absurd, for a classical Hebrew, 
since the Law is given by God and Justice is but one of the names and 
attributes of  God. The institution must have changed to the point that 
it  allows i tself to be put into question by the collectivity it enables to 
exist and by the individuals belonging to it. But the concrete embodi
ment of  the institution are those very same individuals who walk, talk, 
and act. I t  is  therefore essentially with the same stroke that a new type 
of society and a new type of individual, each presupposing the other, 
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must emerge, and do emerge, in Greece from the eighth century B.C. 
onward and in Western Europe from the twelfth to thirteenth centuries 
onward. No phalanx without hoplites, no hoplites without phalanx. 
No Archilochus capable of boasting, soon after 700 B.C., that in flight 
he threw away his shield and that l ittle damage was done because he 
could always buy another one, without a society of warrior-citizens 
capable of honoring above all else both bravery and a poet who holds 
this qual ity up, for once, to derision. 

The necessary simultaneity of these two elements during a social
historical alteration produces a state of affairs which is unthinkable 
from the point of view of the inherited logic of determinacy. How 
could one compose a free society unless free individuals are already 
available ? And where could one find these individuals if they have not 
already been raised in freedom ? (Could freedom be inherent in human 
nature ? Why then has it been sleeping over millennia of despotism, 
whether oriental or otherwise ? )  But this apparent impossibi l ity has 
been surmounted several times in actual history. In this we see, once 
more, the creative work of the instituting imaginary, as radical imagi
nary of the anonymous collectivity. 

Thus, the inescapable internalization of the institution refers the 
individual to the social world. He who says that he wants to be free 
and, at the same time, proclaims his lack of interest in his society's 
institutions (or, another name for the same thing, in politics), should 
be sent back to grammar school. But the same link can also be 
established starting from the very meaning of nomos, of the law. To 
posit one's own law for oneself has meaning for certain dimensions 
of l ife only, and it i s  totally meaningless for many others : not only 
the dimensions along which I meet the others (I  can reach an un
derstanding with them, or fight them, or simply ignore them), but 
those along which I encounter society as such, the social law-the 
institution.  

Can I say that I posit my own law when I am living, necessarily, 
under the law of society ? Yes, if and only i f  I can say, reflectively and 
lucidly, that this law is also mine. To be able to say this, I need not 
approve of  it; i t  is sufficient that I have had the effective possibil ity of 
participating actively in  the formation and the implementation of the 
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law.2.9 If I accept the idea of autonomy as such ' (and not only because 
" it is good for me"}-and this, obviously, no proof can force me to do, 
no more than any proof can force me to square my words with my 
deeds-then the existence of an indefinite plurality of individuals be
longing to society entails immediately the idea of  democracy defined as 
the effective possibility of  equal participation of all in instituting activi
ties as well as in explicit power. I will not delve here into the necessary 
reciprocal implication of equality and freedom when the two ideas are 
thought rigorously, nor into the sophistries by means of which, for a 
long time now, various people have tried to make the two terms appear 
antithetical. 

And yet, we seem now to be back at square one, for the fundamental 
"power" in a society, the prime power upon which all the others 
depend, what I have already called the ground-power, is the instituting 
power. And unless one is under the spell of the " constitutional delu
sion," this power is neither locatable nor formalizable, for it pertains 
to the instituting imaginary. Language, family, mores, " ideas," " art," a 
host of social activities as well as their evolution are beyond the scope 
of legislation in their essential part. At most, to the degree that this 
power can be participated in, it  is participated in by all. Everybody is, 
potentially, a coauthor of the evolution of language, of the family, of 
customs, and so on. 

To make our ideas on this matter clear, let us revert for a moment to 
the Greek case and ask: What was the radical character of the political 
creation of the Greeks? The answer is twofold :  

1 .  A part o f  the instituting power has been made explicit and has been 
formalized: this is the part concerning legislation properly speak
ing, public-" constitutional" -legislation as  well as private law. 

2.9. The speech of the Laws in  the Crito-which I take to be a simple, though 
certainly admirable, transcription of the Topoi of the democratic thinking of the 
Athenians-says everything that there is to say about the matter: e peithein e poiein a an 
keleuei (5 I b) ,  either persuade it (the country, the collectivity which posits the laws) or do 
that which it commands. The Laws add: you are always free to leave, with all that you 
possess (5 I d-e), which, strictly speaking, is not the case in  any modern "democratic" 
State. 
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2. Specific institutions were created in order to render the explicit part 
of power (including "political power" in the sense defined earlier) 
open to participation. This led to the equal participation of all the 
members of the body politic in the determination of nomos, of dike 
and of telos-of legislation, of jurisdiction, and of government. 
Rigorously speaking, there is no such thing as "executive power. " 
(Its functions, which were in the hands of slaves in ancient Athens, 
are performed today by people acting more or less as "vocal ani
mals, " and they may one day be performed by machines. )  

As soon as the question has been posed in these terms, politics has 
absorbed, at least de jure, "the" political. The structure and the opera
tion of explicit power have become, in principle and in fact, in Athens 
as well as in the European West, objects of collective deliberation and 
decision. This collectivity is self-posited and, de facto and de jure, 
always necessarily self-posited. But more than that, and much more 
importantly, the putting into question of the institution in toto be
came, potentially, radical and unbounded. When Cleisthenes reorga
nizes, for political purposes, the Athenian tribes, this can perhaps be 
laid to rest as ancient history. But we are supposed to be living in a 
republic. Presumably, therefore, we need a republican education. But 
where does "education" -republican or not-start, and where does it 
end? The modern emancipatory movements, notably the workers' 
movement but also the women's movement, have raised the question : 
Is democracy possible, is it possible for all those who want it to obtain 
the equal effective opportunity to participate in power, when they live 
in a society where tremendous inequalities of economic power, which 
are immediately translatable into political power, prevail ? Or in a 
society where women, though granted some decades ago "political 
rights," continue in fact to be treated as "passive citizens" ? Are the 
laws of property (whether private or "State-owned")  and of sex God
given, where is the Sinai on which they have been delivered ? 

Politics is a project of autonomy. Politics is the reflective and lucid 
collective activity that aims at the overall institution of society. It 
pertains to everything in society that is participable and shareable.30 

30.  See the text cited in note 2 5 .  
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De jure, this self-instituting activity does not take into account and 
does not recognize any limit (physical and biological laws are not of 
concern to us here) . Nothing can escape its interrogation, nothing, in 
and of itself, stands outside its province. 

But can we stop at that? 

The Limits of Self-Institution and the Object of Politics 

The answer is in the negative, both from the ontological point of 
view-before any de jure consideration-and from the political point 
of view-after all such considerations. 

The ontological point of  view leads to the most weighty reflections, 
ones which, however, are almost totally irrelevant from the political 
point of view. In all cases, the explicit self-institution of society will 
always encounter the bounds I have already mentioned. However lu
cid, reflective, willed it  may be, the instituting activity of society and 
individuals springs from the instituting imaginary, which is neither 
locatable nor formalizable. Every institution, as well as the most radi
cal revolution one could conceive of, must always take place within an 
already given history. Should i t  have the crazy project of clearing the 
ground totally, such a revolution still would have to use what it finds 
on the ground in order to make a clean sweep. The present, to be sure, 
always transforms the past into a present past, that is, a past relevant 
for the now, if only by continually " reinterpreting" it by means of that 
which is  being created, thought, posited now; but it is always that 
given past, not a past in general, that the present shapes according to 
its own imaginary. Every society must project itself into a future which 
is essentially uncertain and risky. Every society must socialize the psy
che of the human beings belonging to it; but the nature of this psyche 
imposes upon the modes and the content of this socialization con
straints which are as indefinite as they are decisive. 

These considerations carry tremendous weight-and no political 
relevance. The analogy with personal l ife is very strong-and this is no 
accident. I am making myself within a history which has always al
ready made me. My most maturely reflected projects can be ruined in a 
second by what just happens. As long as I l ive, I must remain for 
myself one of the mightiest causes of astonishment and a puzzle not 
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comparable to any other-because so near. I can�a task by no means 
easy-come to an understanding with my imagination, my affects, my 
desires; I cannot master them, and I ought not to. I ought to master my 
words and my deeds, a wholly different affair. And all these consider
ations cannot tell me anything of substance about what I ought to 
do-since I can do whatever I can do, but I ought not to do whatever 
crosses my mind. On the question :  "What ought I to do ?" ,  the analysis 
of the ontological structure of my personal temporality does not help 
me in the least. 

In the same way, the possibility for a society to establish another 
relationship between the instituting and the instituted is confined 
within bounds, which are at once indisputable and undefinable, by the 
very nature of the social-historical .  But this tells us nothing about what 
we ought to will as the effective institution of the society in which we 
live. It is certain, for instance, that, as Marx remarked, "Ie mort saisit 
Ie vif' -the dead take hold of the living. But no politics can be drawn 
from that. The l iving would not be living if they were not in the hold of 
the dead-but neither would they be living if this hold were total. 
What can I infer from this concerning the relationship a society ought 
to will to establish with its past, in as far as this relationship is subject 
to willing? I cannot even say that a politics that would try to ignore the 
dead totally, and even to obliterate their memory, and thus a politics so 
contrary to the nature of things, would be "bound to fai l "  or "crazy" ;  
its total self-delusion, its complete inability to attain its proclaimed 
aim, would not wipe it out of reality. To be crazy does not prevent one 
from existing. Totalitarianism has existed, it still exists, it still tries to 
reform the " past" according to the "present. " Let us recall, in passing, 
that in this it has only pushed to the extreme, systematically and 
monstrously, an operation which everybody performs every second 
and which is done every day by the newspapers, the history books, and 
even the philosophers. And if you were to say that totalitarianism 
could not succeed because it is contrary to the nature of things (which 
here can only mean " to human nature" ) ,  you would only be mixing up 
the levels of discourse and positing as an essential necessity that which 
is a sheer fact. Hitler has been defeated, communism has not suc
ceeded, for the time being. That is all. These are sheer facts, and the 
partial explanations one could supply for them, far from unveiling a 
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transcendental necessity or a " meaning of  history, "  also have to do 
only with sheer facts. 

Things are different, from the political point of view and once we 
have accepted that we are unable to define on a principled basis nontriv
ial bounds for the explicit self-institution of society. For, if politics is a 
project of individual and social autonomy (these being two sides of the 
same coin) ,  consequences of substantive import certainly do follow. To 
be sure, the project of autonomy has to be posited ( "accepted," " postu
lated" ) .  The idea of autonomy can be neither founded nor proved since 
it is presupposed by any foundation or proof. (Any attempt to " found" 
reflectiveness presupposes reflectiveness itself. ) Once posited, it can be 
reasonably argued for and argued about on the basis of its implications 
and consequences. But it can also, and more importantly, be made 
explicit. Then, substantive consequences can be drawn from it, which 
give a content, albeit partial, to a politics of autonomy, but which also 
subject it to limitations. For, from this perspective, two requirements 
arise: to open the way as much as possible to the manifestation of the 
instituting imaginary; but, equally important, to introduce the greatest 
possible reflectiveness in our explicit instituting activity as well as in the 
exercise of explicit power. We must not forget, indeed, that the institut
ing imaginary as such as well as its works are neither "good" nor 
" bad" -or rather that, from the reflective point of view, they can be 
either the one or the other to the most extreme degree (the same being 
true of  the imagination of  the singular human being and its works). It is 
therefore necessary to shape institutions that make this collective reflec
tiveness effectively possible as well as to supply it  with the adequate 
instruments. I will not delve here into the innumerable consequences 
that follow from these statements. And it  is also necessary to give to all 
individuals the maximal effective opportunity to participate in any ex
plicit power, and to ensure for them the greatest possible sphere of 
autonomous individual l ife. I f  we remember that the institution of soci
ety exists only insofar as it  is embodied in its social individuals, we can 
evidently, on the basis of  the project of autonomy, justify ( found, i f  you 
prefer) " human rights," and much more. More importantly, we can also 
abandon the shallow discourses of  contemporary "political philoso
phy, "  and, remembering Aristotle-for whom the law aims at the " cre
ation of total virtue "  by means of its prescriptions peri paideian ten pros 
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to koinon, relative to the paideia pertaining to public affairs (civic 
education) 3 1-understand that paideia, education from birth to death, 
is a central dimension of any politics of autonomy. We can then reformu
late, by correcting it, the problem posed by Rousseau : "Some form of 
association must be found as a result of which the whole strength of the 
community will be enlisted for the protection of the person and prop
erty of each constituent member, in such a way that each, when united 
to his fellows, renders obedience to his own wiJ I ,  and remains as free as 
he was before. " 3 2  No need to comment upon Rousseau's formula nor 
upon its heavy dependence upon a metaphysics of the individual
substance and its "properties ."  But here is the true formulation, the true 
object of politics: 

Create the institutions which, by being internalized by individuals, 
most facilitate their accession to their individual autonomy and 
their effective participation in all forms of explicit power existing in 
society. 

This formulation will appear paradoxical only to those who believe in 
thunderIike freedom and in a free-floating being-for-itself discon
nected from everything, including its own history. 

It also becomes apparent-this is, in fact, a tautology-that auton
omy is, ipso facto, self-limitation. Any limitation of democracy can 
only be, de facto as wel l as de jure, self-l imitation.3 3  This self
limitation can be more than and different from exhortation if it is 
embodied in the creation of free and responsible individuals. There are 
no "guarantees" for and of democracy other than relative and contin
gent ones. The least contingent of all lies in the paideia of the citizens, 
in the formation (always a social process) of individuals who have 
internalized both the necessity of laws and the possibility of putting 
the laws into question, of individuals capable of interrogation, reflec-

3 1 .  Nicomachean Ethics E, 4, 1 1 3 0  b 4-5, 25-26. 

3 2. Jean Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, bk. I, ch. 6. English translation 
taken from Social Contract. Essays by Locke, Hume, Rousseau (London and New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1 948) .  

3 3 .  Casroriadis, " La Logique des magmas et  la question de  I 'autonomie," in 00-
maines, pp. 4 I 7- 1 8 ;  also "The Greek Polis . . .  " ch. 5 of this book, pp. 1 1 4-20. 
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tiveness, and deliberation,  of individuals loving freedom and accepting 
responsibility. 

Autonomy is, therefore, the project-and now we are adopting both 
the ontological and the political point of view-that aims: 

• in the broad sense, at bringing to l ight society's instituting power and 
at rendering it explicit  in reflection (both of  which can only be 
partial ) ;  and 

• in the narrow sense, at resorbing the political, as explicit power, into 
politics, as the lucid and deliberate activity whose object is the ex
plicit institution of society ( and thus, also, of any explicit power), 
and its working as nomos, dike, telos-legislation, jurisdiction, 
government-in view of the common ends and the public endeavors 
the society deliberately proposes to itself. 

Burgos, March I 978-Paris, June 19 8 8  


