FEMINIST NARRATIVES IN THE PUBLIC SPHERE

-z
MARIA PIA LARA



Moral Textures

Feminist Narratives in the Public Sphere

Maria Pia Lara

Polity Press



Copyright © Maria Pia Lara 1998

The right of Maria Pia Lara to be identified as author of this work
has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act
1988.

First published in 1998 by Polity Press
in association with Blackwell Publishers Ltd

Editorial office:

Polity Press

65 Bridge Street
Cambridge CB2 1UR, UK

Marketing and production:
Blackwell Publishers Ltd
108 Cowley Road
Oxford OX4 1JF, UK

All rights reserved. Except for the quotation of short passages for the
purposes of criticism and review, no part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or
by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or
otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher.

Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the
condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold,
hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent
in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published
and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed
on the subsequent purchaser.

ISBN 0-7456-2042-6
ISBN 0-7456-2043-4 (pbk)

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Typeset in 10 on 11 pt Palatino
by Ace Filmsetting Ltd, Frome, Somerset
Printed in Great Britain by TJ International, Padstow, Cornwall

This book is printed on acid-free paper.



Author’s Note

This book would not have made its way into English without the
patient assistance, hard work and personal involvement of my good
friend and translator, Laura Gorham. Having translated some early
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the Fideicomiso Mexico/USA. I am deeply grateful to her.



Acknowledgements

The preparation and completion of this book, as with any creative
work, has incurred profound debts to many persons, from those who
heard the arguments in their initial form, through those who helped
shape and sharpen the viewpoints offered here, to those who read
many different versions of the manuscript and offered valuable sugges-
tions about how it could be improved and revised.

The book received vital support from the Fideicomiso Mexico/USA,
funded jointly by the Rockefeller Foundation and the Bancomer Foun-
dation through the Fondo Nacional Para la Cultura y las Artes in
Mexico (FONCA). A fund established to strengthen academic and liter-
ary ties between Mexico and the United States, this institution facili-
tated the translation of the early drafts of my book from Spanish into
English. I am also indebted to my university, Universidad Autonoma
Metropolitana (UAM)-Iztapalapa, not only for its continuing financial
support throughout the years but for the fellowship that allowed me to
spend a year in Berlin, a trimester in Sweden and two trimesters in Los
Angeles. I am especially thankful to Dr Julio Rubio, General Rector of
UAM, Dr José Luis Gazquez, Rector of my campus at UAM, Gregorio
Vidal, Dean of Social Sciences and Humanities, and José Lema, Chair of
my Department of Philosophy. Without their help and support, this
book would not have been completed.

I also wish to record my gratitude to the Institut fiir Hermeneutik at
the Freie Universitat, Berlin, and especially to its Director, Professor
Albrecht Wellmer, for allowing me to spend my 1994-5 sabbatical year
in the Institut and to participate in its many fruitful activities through-
out the year. Christoph Menke made possible my initial connection
with the Institut, and Ina Maria Gumbel, its secretary, helped me in
innumerable and generous ways during my year in Berlin. I am also
grateful to Professor Axel Honneth for allowing me to participate in his



viii  Acknowledgements

Colloquium at the Social Science Institute of the Freie Universitat. I was
very fortunate to be at the Freie Universitiat at such a stimulating
moment.

I wish particularly to acknowledge and thank the friends I made in
Berlin, Marion Rudzki and Hermann Steffens, Maeve Cooke and Mar-
tin Santer, and Begonya Saez and Daniel Saez, all of whom gave me
invaluable support.

Professor Alessandro Ferrara allowed me to present an early draft of
one chapter from this book to his Multicultural Seminar at the Univer-
sity of La Sapienza in Rome. Bjorn Wittrock, Director of the Swedish
Collegium for Advanced Studies in the Social Sciences (SCASSS) in
Uppsala, also gave me an opportunity to present a lecture drawn from
this book and to share my research with the exciting group of feminist
scholars in residence there in spring 1996.

[ am also grateful to those who have participated in the annual
meetings of the Philosophy and Social Sciences group in Prague; these
were initiated by Jiirgen Habermas in Dubrovnik and are now held
under the auspices of the Institute of Philosophy of the Czech Academy
of Sciences. Especially I wish to thank the recent directors of these
meetings, Jean Cohen, Seyla Benhabib, Sandro Ferrara and Axel Honneth,
through whom I have been able to establish a permanent dialogue with
many scholars who have become my colleagues and friends.

David Held gave my typescript his initial support. His trust through-
out the reviewing and revising process was invaluable to me, as were
his open and encouraging suggestions for improvements. I was also
very lucky in the anonymous reviewer chosen by Polity Press. The
clarity and insight of this detailed evaluation not only showed me
possible weaknesses in my arguments but ways to strengthen them,
and it deepened my understanding of the whole field of critical feminist
studies. [ only hope that I have sufficiently profited from this reviewer’s
great help. I would like to thank Ruth Thackeray, whose work as copy
editor has been painstaking and Julia Harsant and Sue Leigh at Polity
Press for all their help.

I also wish to thank Joan B. Landes for her constant commentaries,
advice and support as she read various drafts of the chapters of this
book. Her personal and intellectual friendship means a great deal to me,
first in Sweden, later in Mexico and Los Angeles.

I am also deeply indebted to Nora Rabotnikof, who gave this manu-
script the last and very important critical reading and offered final
suggestions for revision. Throughout our many years of friendship,
Nora has taught me how emotional and intellectual solidarity can be
deeply interrelated.

Jeff Alexander, to whom this book is dedicated, also helped edit my
English prose, but, much more importantly, he shared the whole crea-



Acknowledgements  ix

tive process with me, through sharing readings, engaging in innumer-
able discussions, and much, much more. This book is the expression of
the many things I have learned from him, and of his generosity in
helping me to crystallize my ideas.

Finally, I wish to thank my parents, Nydia and Hernan Lara, who
have supported my work and life in all its various stages of develop-
ment, in the most profound and important ways.

I would like to thank the following presses and journals for permission
to reprint some of the earlier versions of the chapters of this book. Parts
of chapter 2, ‘Communicative Rationality: Between Spheres of Valid-
ity’, previously appeared as ‘Albrecht Wellmer: Between Validity
Spheres’, in Philosophy and Social Criticism, vol. 21, no. 2 (1995), pp. 1-23,
and is reprinted here by permission of Sage Publications Ltd. Parts of
chapter 3, ‘Feminism as an Illocutionary Model’, appeared in the Mex-
ican journal Debate feminista, vol. 15 (1997), pp. 315-34. Parts of chapter
5, ‘Narrative Cultural Interweavings: Between Facts and Fiction’, ap-
peared in Italian in the journal Parolechiave, no. 10-11 (1996), pp. 287-96.
Parts of chapter 6, ‘Justice and Solidarity: Women in the Public Sphere’,
appeared in Justice and Democracy: Cross-cultural Perspectives, edited by
Ron Bontekoe and Marietta Stephaniants (Hawaii: The University of
Hawaii Press, 1997), pp. 37-50. Part of chapter 7, “The Moral Founda-
tion of Recognition: A Critical Revision of Three Models’, appeared as
an article written with Jeffrey C. Alexander in the New Left Review, no.
220 (1996), pp. 126-36.



Contents

Author’s Note vi
Acknowledgements vii
Introduction 1
PartI From the Aesthetic to the Moral Sphere 21
1 Autobiographies and Biographies: The Construction of

Women'’s Identity 23
2 Communicative Rationalitv: BetweenSwheres of Validity 50
3 Feminism as an Illocutionarv Model. . 68
4 Autonomy and Autnenuciy as rexwures of the Moral Subject 81
5 Narrative Cultural Interweavings: setween Facts and Fiction 92
Part II From the Moral to the Political Sphiere 105
6 Justice and Solidarity: Women in the Public Sphere 107
7 The Moral Foundation of Recognition: A Critical Revision

of Three Models 120
8 Feminist Models of Recognition: Problems of Multiculturalism 146

Conclusion 165
Notes 172
Bibliography 213
Index of Names 224

Index of Subjects 227



Introduction

This book seeks to contribute to a new understanding of the women's
movement by philosophically interpreting its historically unprecedented
contributions to late modernity. I frame this research within the tradi-
tion of critical theory, which understands philosophical accounts as
reconstructive theories that are in need of empirical references, viewing
the accounts as falsifiable, postmetaphysical and normative. My goal
has been to elaborate a theory of how social movements, through their
interventions in the public sphere, create and generate solidarity through
narratives which demand recognition and, at the same time, aim to
redefine the collective understanding of justice and the good life by
proposing new visions of institutional transformation. While I place
these contributions in the public sphere, the originality of my position
lies in the particular way I approach this newly public participation. I
argue that women made (and make) use of the public sphere by inter-
relating two different validity spheres, the moral and the aesthetic. In
making this unusual connection, I argue, feminists have created both
new forms of social relationship and new forms of theoretical under-
standing. The feminist movement provided (and provides) a much
more comprehensive understanding than was previously available of
how the realms of justice and the good life must be interconnected and
how a critical view of them promotes transformations of democratic
conceptions and institutions.

In order to demonstrate that the women’s movement achieves this
new level of clarification, I cannot concentrate only on its public role as
a participatory democratic movement. I must also look closely at the
discursive level. I seek to demonstrate how the aesthetic and moral
interweaving of women’s discourses establishes a new viewpoint that
profoundly reorders social values and needs. I argue that the women’s
movement, in its struggle to achieve public recognition of women’s
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rights and needs, has developed an ‘illocutionary form’. Before entering
into the explanation of how I conceive these social and cultural dynam-
ics, I will clarify the terms that I introduce as the basis of my theory, as
well as the theoretical sources from which I draw them. The works of
Jiirgen Habermas, Hannah Arendt, Albrecht Wellmer and Paul Ricoeur
enable me to build up the core of my model.

A Cultural Interpretation of Speech-Acts

The term ‘illocutionary’ comes from Habermas’ effort to combine J. L.
Austin’s speech-act theory with the normative ambition of the critical
theory tradition. By illocutionary force, Habermas refers to a speech-act
in which ‘alter’ and ‘ego” understand one another solely on the basis of
well-argued reasons. The goal of such illocutionary action is to achieve
a consensus based on mutual understanding. While I follow Habermas
in this normative approach to illocutionary force, I wish to elaborate it
in a new way. To attain such a mutual understanding, I claim, one must
first address the other with powerfully imaginative speech, not only to
attract the attention of ‘alter’, but also to open up possibilities for
creating different kinds of recognition and solidarity between both
parties. The aim of an illocutionary act is simultaneously to transform
preceding views of ‘alter’ and ‘ego” such that after the action is per-
formed neither party remains the same. In this way, the initial asym-
metry of a dialogue is contemplated as a first step. The possibility of
engaging others through a powerful dialogue conceives of language as
possessing a disclosive capacity. The term ‘disclosure’ is taken from its
original Heideggerian source, which refers to the aesthetic and onto-
logical roots of language, which according to Arendt’s interpretation
are inextricably linked. The normative element, however, remains im-
portant insofar as language is conceived as a self-reflexive and critical
tool. Language and reason are linked insofar as the moral and the
aesthetic dimensions are both seen as communicative and differenti-
ated spheres of validity. This viewpoint leads to an understanding of
how, with the subjects of the speech-acts focusing on newly problem-
atic social issues, it is possible to transform them by creating new
narratives in the public sphere. I call the dynamics of such efforts
‘illocutionary force’. I understand the consensual element of this force
as an action that includes two analytically differentiated moments em-
pirically bound together and which can create, simultaneously, a prag-
matic effect on both parties. The first moment refers to the capacities of
a speech-act to disclose new meanings and understandings in relation
to ‘justice’. The other moment comes after ‘alter’ and ‘ego” have trans-
formed themselves via this act of mutual understanding, and refers to
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their ability to reorder their values and beliefs in light of it. This reorder-
ing implies a public agreement about a new definition of justice and its
connections to the good life.

In performative terms, this approach to speech-acts suggests the
interrelation of agonistic and consensual moments. The agonistic refers
to the initial asymmetry of ego’s position and her capacity to produce a
powerful narrative that provides an account of the lack of justice cre-
ated by situations about marginalization, oppression or exclusion. The
other moment consists in the consensual act of reaching agreement
about the normative content of this claim for recognition, which must
relate such accounts to the moral sphere and depends upon the capacity
to propose a better understanding of what justice means and how it can
be reconceived through institutional transformations. I claim that wo-
men’s narratives have this emancipatory content whatever their par-
ticular viewpoints, and provide the best example of how ‘claims for
recognition” are conceived as ‘illocutionary forces’. By contrast, dis-
courses which aim at exclusion and separation cannot be considered
illocutionary; rather than having a moral ambition, ‘polluted” discourses
assert the superiority of their particularities. By entering into the public
sphere and struggling for public recognition, emancipatory narratives
mediate between particular group identities and universalistic moral
claims, providing new frameworks that allow those who are not mem-
bers of the group to expand their own-self conceptions and their defini-
tions of civil society.

Women's narratives show how this can be done. They have reor-
dered understandings of what the public sphere is, by casting doubt
on previous views of the reasons for cultural, social and political
marginalization. These feminist ‘illocutionary forces’ have fought im-
aginatively, building a bridge between the moral and the aesthetic
validity spheres across the rigidly traditional gendered division be-
tween private and public. This bridge-building provides a critical ex-
ample of how questions related to self-determination and questions
related to self-realization have been redefined as specific historical
linkages between autonomy and authenticity, as suggested in chapter
4. Indeed, I wish to argue that these specific links between two validity
spheres have provided a new approach to the definition of moral
subjects.

That I build upon an interpretation of Habermas’ early research on
the public sphere in order to link critical theory with a more cultural
understanding of emancipation is by no means arbitrary. In my view, it
is possible to trace in this early work a clear connection between the
aesthetic and the moral dimensions of modern identities. However,
Habermas makes this cultural-aesthetic connection only at an empirical
level. Such empirical references appear again in his late writing, when
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he thematizes the simultaneous processes of individualization and
socialization in relation to George Herbert Mead’s theory, as explained
in chapter 1. In these discussions, Habermas shows a clear understand-
ing of how groups employ fictional narratives to contest and restruc-
ture conceptions of subjectivity, notions of morality and expectations
about the good life. The problem is that Habermas does not accompany
these empirical insights with a philosophical account of justification;
neither does he connect an emancipatory theory of the public sphere
with a discussion of how the cultural identities of groups and individu-
als are related to moral claims for justice on a universalistic basis. In his
book Between Facts and Norms (1996), Habermas shifts from his earlier
empirical focus on cultural struggles in the public sphere to an institu-
tional account of law, which he describes as a ‘strong public’ that
provides the space for emancipatory discourses contesting the empiri-
cal contents of norms. Habermas is offering here a philosophical ac-
count of the integrative role of the public sphere in its procedural
dimension, but he loses sight of his important earlier insights about the
interaction between moral and aesthetic spheres, the communicative
spheres of reason that are equally important in creating new
understandings of the self and of societies’ self-representations which
could provide for the link between particularistic claims of recognition
and universal demands of justice. The task of conceptualizing the inter-
relation of normative and cultural-aesthetic accounts of justice and the
good therefore remains.!

This critical perspective on Habermas” resistance to conceptualizing
the interconnections of justice and the good informs my discussions of
women’s narratives and their sucessful effort to reconceptualize the
liberal view. In order to overcome the limitations of Habermas’ view-
point, I conceptualize the public sphere as a cultural arena where
‘public” meanings of justice and the good permeate democratic institu-
tions, and where the tensions produced between facts and norms are
seen as the dynamics that allow for the possibility of interventions by
emancipatory movements. By introducing a cultural content into
Habermas’ speech-act theory, I will be able to develop further the
approach to the ‘disclosive’ capacities of language, viewing speech-acts
as communicative tools that provide new meanings and contest earlier
ones. Making use of Wellmer’s deep insight into the communicative
interrelation of aesthetic and moral spheres (see chapter 2), I develop a
systematic theory about the connection between public narratives and
their ‘disclosive’ potentialities for emancipatory transformations. Ac-
cording to this new approach, I conceive narratives of emancipation as
forms of ‘recognition’ (see chapters 3 and 8). Contrary to the sugges-
tions of many post-structuralists, it is by no means the case that
contestatory discourses, or narratives, are necessarily tied only to strat-
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egies of resistance vis-a-vis strategic power and ideological domina-
tion.? I demonstrate that emancipatory narratives can themselves create
new forms of power, configuring new ways to fight back against past
and present injustices, thus making institutional transformations pos-
sible. This is the power I call ‘illocutionary force’.?

If the public sphere is the mediating space where justice and solidar-
ity meet in concrete ways, I need to clarify precisely how it is that
‘narratives’ demanding recognition from others actually can aim at the
redefinition of justice. To be sure, cultural contestations of identity are
not necessarily of a virtuous kind; numerous group efforts aim publicly
to exclude others. However, while I would acknowledge that such
‘polluted” discourses do flow throughout public channels of informa-
tion, according to my model they do not achieve illocutionary force. It is
in order to make this normative distinction that I wish to follow
Habermas in the moral reinterpretation he gave to the speech-act theory
of Austin and John R. Searle. Justice reframes the terms in which ‘alter’
and ‘ego’ find a normative perspective of a ‘we’ in the act of mutual
understanding. This condition points at the possibility that narratives

can only be successful when they are integrative, not exclusionary.
Within this normative framing, I add the aesthetic connection: subjects
engaging in speech-acts learn to configure ‘disclosive’ possibilities of
new understandings, to relate in different ways things that were once
seen otherwise. An action that occurs performatively can produce new
and simultaneous understandings between the two sides of the perfor-
mative relation. This is the ‘disclosive” effect.

The conception of disclosure I employ here is clearly connected to a
new reading of Hannah Arendt’s philosophy of language and action in
its relation to the aesthetic sphere.! Arendt relates Heidegger’s ontologi-
cal conception of language with that of Walter Benjamin, a point that
has not escaped Dana Villa’s rigorous examination of the relation of
Arendt’s political project to Heidegger’s.” I wish to argue that it is
precisely because she grasps the connection between the normative
dimension of storytelling — where experience is relearned in the politi-
cal world - and the aesthetic effects of language that Arendt can over-
come Heidegger’s aestheticism. Developing further Benjamin'’s initial
concern with ‘moral responsibility’, Arendt is able to grasp the similar-
ity between Heidegger’s and Benjamin’s conceptions of language and
time. Yet Arendt gets beyond the traditionalism of Heidegger’s concep-
tion by rescuing Benjamin’s submerged hope for a utopian future. She
conceives this as the capacity of action to perform new ‘beginnings’, a
capacity that points away from repetition and traditionalism to moral
responsibility. The aesthetic effect of ‘disclosure’ can provide a new
way of understanding justice. Once the story is retold, it is possible to
grasp the narrowness of previous conceptions of justice; debts to the
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past that take the form of moral responsibilities in the present are
thereby incurred. Narratives that possess such ‘illocutionary force’ have
the ‘disclosive” ability to envision normatively - that is, in a critical way
— better ways of being in a world of ‘equality and distinction”.® Such
collective narratives acquire normative legitimacy because they are
filtered through the public sphere, where actors create fragile and
falsifiable agreements about what needs to be done in the social world.
It is certainly a virtue of Arendt’s conception of the public sphere that
she relates it to power. Whenever people are gathered together — through
speech and action - they act in concert to achieve practical ends. But
they can do so, argues Arendt, only because ‘the force that keeps them
together, as distinguished from the spaces of appearances in which they
gather and the power which keeps this public space in existence, is the
force of mutual promise or contract’.” This connection allows a concep-
tion of power, seen as related to collective agreements, to avoid the
charge of being overly rationalistic. For Arendt, the political realm
allows actors to produce agreements conceived as ‘promises’ which are
neither ‘essentialist’ truths or arbitrary opinions but the result of con-
certed speech and action, that is, of illocutionary effects. In my reinter-
pretation of Arendt’s work, this normative warranty produced through
stories about new beginnings is a legitimation process that depends on
critical acceptance by other groups in the public sphere. My model
departs from Habermas’ conception, then, not only by systematically
connecting it to the aesthetic domain in a general way but by relating it
specifically to notions elaborated by Arendt about the public sphere as
a source of storytelling.® Her work is of prime importance for
reconceptualizing the public sphere in relation to narratives as per-
formances. I am well aware of the doubts that many Arendt specialists
have expressed in regard to efforts of Habermasians to reinterpret her
work merely as one step in the development of his communicative
action theory. Dana Villa, for example, has written a lucid book on
Arendt’s originality and the theoretical difficulties that arise when one
wants to frame her work as only Aristotelian, Habermasian or even
postmodern.’ Villa makes a great effort to show that the primary source
of Arendt is Heidegger, although he is forced to acknowledge that
Arendt actually builds her own theory ‘against Heidegger’. In my
interpretation of Arendt, I argue that the possibility of taking Heidegger
against Heidegger depends on sources other than Heidegger himself.
These sources do not come from political theory but, rather, from the
aesthetic field, mainly from the works of Walter Benjamin and the
literary Jewish tradition, which includes other important Jewish writers
such as Herman Broch and Franz Kafka. As Villa himself has argued, ‘it
is the spirit of Benjamin, not Heidegger, that informs [Arendt’s] search
for hidden treasures — moments of pure initiatory action — covered in
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wreckage by the “angel of history” "' Villa’s goal - to interpret Arendt’s
Heideggerianism as ‘against Heidegger’ — opens up the possibility of
seeing that Arendt aimed at conceiving action and speech as primary
sources of plurality, and narratives as society’s ways of coping with the
past, the present, and a possible, utopian future. By connecting Arendt
with Habermas, my aim is not to bring Arendt into the Habermasian
model, but rather to use both sources as a means towards a more
complex and coherent understanding of the normative content of the
public sphere and the important cultural role of emancipatory narra-
tives that can crystallize in transformations of our self-understandings
about democracy and the good life.

The difference of my approach lies precisely in this emphasis on the
moral significance of cultural efforts to reformulate ‘values’, ‘beliefs’,
‘self-images’, ‘boundaries’ and ‘frontiers’. It is in this scenario of con-
tested meanings that the cultural contents appear as a frame for strug-
gles of recognition and transformation. My notion of the symbolic order
refers to the processes by which societies utilize language as a collective
institution to publicly construct self-representations, images and rules,
which create and configure symbolic frames that make possible, and
permeate, all our actions, beliefs and thoughts. My understanding of
‘symbols” emphasizes the public character of meaningful articulation,
which points clearly not to their pyschological operation but to how
they allow meanings to be incorporated into action."

Women’s narratives provide a critical illustration of a positive under-
standing of the emergence of social movements as emancipatory inter-
ventions. With the help of Arendt’s conception of ‘storytellings’, I develop
a reconstruction of how the normative and the aesthetic contents of
narratives allow the multiple projects of women'’s identity to express
themselves positively in the public sphere. I claim that emancipatory
social movements must fight first for a ‘new meaning’ of justice that
provides emancipatory institutional transformations in which the
boundaries of what should be considered public and what private need
to be redrawn. Feminist interpretations, in ‘fact’ and in ‘fiction’, have
transformed our previous notions of what these boundaries are, pro-
viding a new space for emancipation and integration. What Habermas
could not explain, or even envision, is precisely such variegated strate-
gies of deconstructing, retelling and reconfiguring the symbolic order
and its historical sources. I would contend, nevertheless, that in cultural
boundaries and frontiers, women’s success in attaining recognition has
been intimately linked with how they have drawn a new meaning of the
‘public’. This is the subject of my book.

I take up the challenge Habermas set up in his ‘Further Reflections on
the Public Sphere’ (1996), when he expressed the hope that further
elaborations of public sphere theory ‘could give cause for a less pessi-
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mistic assessment and for an outlook going beyond the formulation of
merely defiant postulates’.’? Contrary to post-structuralist theories that
conceive of speech and narratives as strategies of resistance only, my
aim is to show how it is possible to conceive resistance and emancipa-
tion as something other than two different positions. Women have
shifted from being victims — who can offer only resistance — to being
owners of their own lives. Historical understanding of past narratives
can give place to new meanings, allowing new definitions to be created
in a positive and not only in a negative sense. With these new
understandings comes the possibility of transformation. Women'’s ef-
forts have made it possible to retell the story of the public sphere and
the paradoxes of democratic theories. They have done so, I claim, not
only by resisting but by asserting a utopian viewpoint that describes
how gender plurality allows all individuals to flourish and how a more
complex and multicultural public sphere is better suited to the embodi-
ment of democratic ideals. This process of utopian enrichment occurs
through what might be called the ‘communicative power of solidarity’.
This power expands the space for public discussion and creates an
environment in which the cultural understandings of groups can inter-
act and influence one another. As some critics have pointed out, the
rationalism of Habermas links communication to integration. I claim
that such a sphere is also a field of conflict, of contested meanings and of
exclusion. It is because the public sphere is an arena where symbolic
mediating processes shape the public’s opinion that one has not only to
address the consensual and normative aspects of opinion but also the
interpretative struggles to resist domination and agonistic perform-
ances to attract the attention of other groups. The agonistic dimension
of struggles is revealed in the narrative speech-acts themselves, for ‘the
self is an exclusively public phenomenon that only action can dis-
close’.”® In Arendt’s conception, narratives depend on the capacity to
construct imaginative ways of holding the attention of others, of ‘per-
forming’ differences in such a way that they embody the quality of
plurality as it permeates the frames of the public sphere." The channels
by which new forms of solidarities are fuelled rely on the capacity of
narratives to disclose previously unseen marginalization, exclusion and
prejudice. There is competition over the public space for relocating
those new meanings. My aim is to provide for a new theory of the
public sphere as a concrete mediation in which justice connects to
solidarity in a narrative fashion.

As in the case of Habermas, I am aware that many feminist criticisms
have focused on Arendt’s lack of interest in women’s issues and on her
‘traditionalist” view of politics, which are conceived by her critics as
‘Aristotelian’ or opaquely ‘Heideggerian’. I wish to develop evidence to
indicate that both charges are untrue. Arendt understood herself as an
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‘agonistic” thinker, a ‘pariah’, refusing to be classified by any particular
tag. She resisted being called a philosopher, and used ‘disclosive’ terms
to configure a new conceptualization of democracy and politics. Nor
did she wish to give particular weight to her birth as a woman and a
Jew. Nonetheless, I believe that she gave weight to both particularities
in her own theoretical narratives, and that it was for this reason that her
work provides a ‘new beginning’ — as a special kind of judgement — in
the form of a new story for democracy after the moral collapse of the
holocaust. Her example could be taken as suggesting a narrative of how
the “uniqueness’ of a writer’s position makes her account of human
action meaningful, a point that such feminists as Bonnie Honig have
described with significant clarity.”> While it is also true that Arendt’s
vision of the public can appear as a ‘traditional’ or ‘nostalgic’ account of
the relation between public and private life, through the interconnec-
tion between different traditions she makes her theory capable of re-
sponding to the major threats and challenges of contemporary societies.
She provides for the most emphatic theory of plurality as a source of
democratic societies, while, at the same time, her notion of plurality
intertwines with a strong conception of the ‘individual’. No one regard-
ing ‘plurality’ as a basic condition of democracy can be called a con-
servative, especially one who gives such a significant role to human
individuality. By understanding the role that narratives perform in the
public sphere, Arendt is able to give an account of just how plurality
and the uniqueness of individuals are embodied. It is in the political
world of the public where ‘the action he begins is humanly disclosed by
the word, and though his deed can be perceived in its brute physical
appearance without verbal accompaniment, it becomes relevant only
through the spoken word which he identifies himself as the actor,
announcing what he does, has done, and intends to do"." In focusing in
various chapters of this book on the elements that make Arendt one of
the most relevant thinkers for contemporary democracy, I will show
how she herself has become a ‘narrative’ for a new beginning for
women."”

In the process of this new incorporation of Arendt, I hope to throw
doubt on Dana Villa’s assumption that any ‘attempt to recast the public
sphere in accordance with a universalistic model of practical reason
(whether deontological or discursive) is invariably an attempt to elimi-
nate the performative dimension of politics”." Because my model pro-
vides for a theory of contested meanings in the symbolic order, as well
as the communicative side of language, I can show how the performa-
tive and the consensual sides of speech-acts are interrelated. The rules
governing political speech in terms of validity can now be seen as a
specific interaction between two validity spheres, the moral and the
aesthetic. The agonistic dimension refers back to the expressive sphere,



