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Ziarek notes that 

“The ethos of becoming poses and redefines the question of agency and freedom of historically constituted subjects: no longer seen as an attribute or a possession of the subject, freedom is conceptualized as an engagement in praxis.”  

Using this quote as a jumping off point, provide some reasoning first for the use of dissensus in radical democracy, potential critiques of this approach and an example, via the EU Parliament, of how agency and freedom might be enacted.


Dissensus, a term chosen by Ziarek (An Ethics of Dissensus) because of its “carnal implications” and implication of both “meaning and sensibility,” enables the inclusion of both primary forms of human living (being) in the political, decision-making realm: that of co-constructed social meanings (the relational) and that of intrasubjective phenomenology  (the experiences and perceptions of/by “self” ~ however conceived).  Her direct argument involves the necessity of embodiment and its valorization as a source of knowledge.  Ziarek refutes deliberative democrats for their over reliance on disembodied language as limited and limiting, as well as takes issue with some radical democrats who have de-ethicized (my term) politics as a continual and unending (indifferent?) contest of difference. 


For instance, Ziarek disputes Chantel’s Mouffe’s reformulation of “enemies” to “adversaries,” even though they both agree on the inevitable “ineradicability of antagonism” (Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox).  The issue being engaged is one of the constitution of the demos, and how this is handled through the construction of an “outside” and “inside” of the people.  Mouffe argues that there is a way to have everyone “inside”, which Ziarek notes means some kind of homogenous unity.  Further, if everyone is “inside” then there is no constitutive “outside” and hence “inside” loses its meaningfulness.  The question of constituting an “us” and a “them” is taken up by Ziarek around the notion of sexuality.  She uses discourses about sexuality as a heuristic to demonstrate the political discipline of bodies into docile subjects.  Angela Davis makes similar comments in Abolition Democracy, although her exemplar is the prison as a refuge for the remnants of slavery.


Davis and Ziarek are on similar ground with the insistence that injuries must be redressed, even if there is no voice articulating them.  Davis argues no democracy is possible until all the institutions with remainders of injustice (oppression, dehumanization, etc) are abolished and re-built.  (The actual phrase, abolition democracy, is from W.E.B. DuBois.)  Davis’ argument is a powerful indictment of the U.S. government’s deliberate re-shuffling of racial inequities into now taken-for-granted structures based on unquestioned assumptions, e.g., “we need prisons because there are so many criminals, there are so many criminals that we need prisons,” despite a steady drop in crime rates.  It is no accident, Davis asserts, that most of the prison population is black; or – my speculation based upon her statement – that women are the fastest growing category of prisoner.  Davis proposes that the notion of citizenship is only coherent in opposition to that of prisoner, and wonders why we (the demos) do not question the legal loss of rights upon conviction.


In other words, Davis’ point is that American so-called democracy carefully segregates out those who might have the most significant embodied complaints, removing them from processes of political negotiation.  Ziarek’s stage is larger but the issues run parallel.  If discourses and procedures operate a priori to eliminate the embodied experience as a source of knowledge then present hegemonic exclusions will dialectically continue.  Ziarek’s solution is to propose a complex articulation between an ethos of becoming in which one acts into uncertainty, into an unknown future; and an ethos of obligation in which one cannot simply ignore injustices done to others in pursuit of one’s own pleasures.  This dual ethics (distinguished from morality, which is rule-bound and thus external to “self”), argues Ziarek, can generate the constitution of an “outside” which is not contingent on any particular collectivity (of identity, common interest, or otherwise).


Rather, this “ethical outside” (my quotes) constitutes a “heterogeneous language game” (cited).  Mouffe draws extensively on Wittgenstein; his relevance to Ziarek is obvious.  Wittgenstein (or was it Cavell, in his critique of Wittgenstein?) argues (as presented by Mouffe) that the task of the (post) modern person is to constitute their own identity, to construct their (our!) own subjectivity through recognizing and responding to the historical constraints of contingency.  This is accomplished through language, through discourse(s).  The need to preserve “democracy” at this historical moment is framed by Mouffe as the need to preserve (or, in Davis’ terms, destroy and recreate) democratic institutions such that democratic subjectivities can continue to be realized.  This invokes a significant point of critique against Ziarek: how does her theory of praxis transfer to the realm of actual practice?  Institutions capable of training and promoting the ethos of becoming are few and far between.  This does not diminish her vision, although practically their absence manifests as an impediment to realization.


Applied to radical democracy, an ethics of dissensus requires individuals (subjects) to act.  Such an ethics presupposes collusion within the structures of historical contingency.  
It assumes that structures will continue within current hegemonic articulations (or variations thereof) unless and until new and different articulations are created.  An ethics of dissensus recognizes that the labor involved in new co-creation (as opposed to passive re-production) is difficult and demanding:  it offers no respite from the call of social obligation.  An ethics of dissensus does, however, point the way to a praxis, to an enactment of becoming as a continual (albeit in fits and starts) movement “away” from who one has been constituted to be (at the level of subjectification) and “toward” a person of one’s own choosing (ref. Foucault).  In other words, the first dissent is with oneself, with the refusal to be the subject of historical circumstance and influence.  This is the movement, according to an ethics of dissensus, of agency and freedom.


Ziarek is weak on grounding her theory in terms of application: her clarity in terms of an individual praxis is incisive, but the interactional level remains somewhat vague.  I will attempt to translate her ethics of dissensus as a form of radical democracy to the European Parliament, where I believe the conditions of the differend (Lyotard) are in daily operation through the policy and practice of simultaneous interpretation.  Linguistic inequality is taken as a given in the everyday discourse of simultaneous interpreters at the European Parliament (EP), evident in their references to “larger” and “smaller” languages, decisions made by elected officials to use second- or third-languages instead of their native (national) language, the (lack of) availability of qualified interpreters for various languages, and general pressures (or fears that such pressures exist) to “reduce the language regime” because of cost, perceptions of (in)efficiency, and the like.


These themes from interpreter discourse about language use at the EP provide a particular kind of frame for exploring the choices and decisions made by the official delegates (Members of Parliament) and their staffs.  Official policy and formal discourse both insist upon the “freedom” of delegates “to choose” which language to use (from among the now-twenty-five official languages of the European Union).  Informal discourse reifies this “choice.”  Less frequently acknowledged, although evident, are the indirect modes of ‘encouragement’ not to use interpretation, not to insist upon one’s mother tongue in all (or even most) circumstances, and (most insidiously?) not to question the role or significance of interpreters in the institution.  Interpreters are a technology: they provide accommodation but not input, they are useful for assigning blame but irrelevant in relation to success, they are there to “provide a service” or to “do a job.”


In fact, I’d like to propose that, according to an ethics of dissensus that juxtaposes an ethos of becoming and an ethos of obligation, interpreters are the bodies that receive, hold, and re-package the “outside” such that it is always present and constitutive of the “inside” of the demos.  This constitution occurs at the level of language, at the level of relations, and at the level of self, and it can occur for all participants in interpreted interactions.  First, as a center of reference (but not the constitutional center – that is a co-enacted, coordinated achievement), the basic skill of the interpreter is in the ability “to become” whatever discourse a speaker presents.  Interpreters constantly practice various forms of inhibition, i.e., resistance to self, in order to render “faithful” interpretations.  Secondly, interpreters tend to lean toward centripetality, in general they desire and strive to facilitate the co-production of meaning; this is the relational level.  Third, and most important for the practice of dissensus, interpreters parse difference.  What I mean is that interpreters make judgments and decisions about which differences matter to the discourse and which ones do not.  This occurs in all kinds of subtle, linguistic ways.


This action of the interpreters upon interaction, this power of influence upon the meaning and the sense of what is said, represents the interpreter’s agency in a professional role otherwise severely curtailed in terms of commonsense notions of freedom.  Interpreters submit to these restrictions, however, in service of an ethics that privileges communication of any kind (antagonistic or otherwise) as part of necessary processes to address and manage society’s various tensions.  Even more important, however, is the choice of the delegates to submit their own words (language, discourse, attempts at persuasion & control, etc.) to the interpretation.  This is the democratic moment of dissensus, when my alterity is expressed in its most eloquent and uninhibited form and then transformed into another shape of which I have little to no knowledge . . . while I wait, full of uncertainty, for a similarly-mediated response.


In such a situation, becoming is what I must do if I’m to be a responsible communicator at all.  And the obligation of responsiveness is similarly heightened as I need to monitor the interpretation (as best I can, by inference from whatever response I receive, nonverbal cues, etc.) and seek to reach my interlocutor through the subjectivity of another.   This foregrounds heterogeneity in a most dramatic and visible way, invoking both agency and freedom.  Delegates’ agency is always called into question by the act of interpretation.  To what extent do delegates (as authors) “hand over” the animation of their message and to what extent do they seek to monitor its delivery and reception?  Just because the ideal for interpreters is high doesn’t mean we don’t screw up; one cannot “trust” to the extent of withdrawing attention: one cannot be indifferent to the process of translation and retain agency.  


It seems to me that agency is a prerequisite of freedom.  What is exciting about the European Parliament and its regime of multilingual simultaneous interpretation is that it presents an institutional venue for the exercise of linguistic freedom, a practice which – if engaged as a deliberate form of praxis – seems to me capable of enacting the radical democracy of Ziarek’s vision because of the constant, centrifugal push of language difference countered by the mediating, centripetal pull of interpretation.  Language-in-action (Blommaert) becomes the container for and the constitution of an institutional practice based on an ethics of dissensus.  Because the constituting factor of language (language-as-such; national/official languages; language-in-use) is inherently unfixable in terms of meaning or grammar, the “outside” of radical democracy persists in a state of flux.  This quality of permeability is necessary for the “inside” to be re-arranged in keeping with an abolitionist, redressive ethics of dissensus.  Freedom might become more possible under such conditions because subjectivities are acculturated and acclimated to real human differences and can develop tolerances for the antagonisms such differences will continue to evoke.  
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