
Editorial

This edition revisits a number of themes that have characterised
Theoria as an editorial project over the past decade and points to
issues that will doubtless come to shape the journal as an editorial and
intellectual project in future years.

In his contribution, Jeffrey Alexander engages provocatively with
the debate between the proponents of multiculturalism and their con-
servative critics. He deals, in particular, with the claims pressed by
Iris Marion Young in her seminal Justice and the Politics of Differ-
ence and with the critics of multiculturalism who claim that ‘this
movement has fundamentally undermined the solidarity that has
been the basis for American democracy’. He emphasises the extent
to which the proponents of multiculturalism, with their insistence on
a normative ideal of a ‘social system of insulated but equally
empowered groups’ agree with their critics that the movements that
they defend are, indeed, ‘destructive of the concept of an American
community’. Alexander, in urging us to rethink the nature of the pub-
lic sphere, asserts that in this argument both sides seem to ignore the
fact that ‘the existence of the public sphere is not a zero-sum, all or
nothing game’. Rather, he sees civil society as ‘a utopian ideal that
has never been fully realised in any actually existing social system,
and never will be’. Instead, he argues that ‘it is the contradictions
generated by the tension between the ideal and the real that produces
the potentially liberating dynamics of contemporary life’. Alexander
concludes that, ‘contrary to multiculturalists like Young … an impar-
tial civil sphere does exist in some Western societies’ and that indeed
‘it has enjoyed a real existence for hundreds of years’. On the other
hand, contrary to the claims of conservatives, ‘the civil sphere’s
promises of autonomy, solidarity, equality and justice have never
been fully realised’.

The concern with the nature, extent and implications of inequality
has, over the years, loomed large, either implicitly or explicitly, in
many contributions to Theoria. This concern is revisited in this edi-
tion by Larry Temkin who in his contribution develops further the
pioneering and challenging reflections on the problem that he articu-
lated in, among other works, his book Inequality. Temkin, in the pre-
sent article, asserts that the ‘common tendency in modern political
debate to couch everything in egalitarian terms’ is mistaken, and that



Editorial vii

if egalitarianism, as he believes it should, ‘remains a fundamentally
important moral ideal’ then ‘it is crucial for people to accurately
recognise its nature, scope and implications – including its limita-
tions’. In recognition of this challenge, Temkin contends that while
‘equality is commonly regarded as simple, holistic and distributive’,
on closer analysis it may be shown to be ‘complex, individualistic and
comparative’. To illustrate equality’s complexity, Temkin with great
originality constructs and deploys a set of outcomes which he calls
the ‘Sequence’.

Patrick Hayden addresses Rawls’s attempt to answer recent criti-
cisms that his account of international justice does not accommodate
cultural pluralism. Rawls argues that the principle of respect for
human rights (as applied to states rather than individuals) would be
acceptable to illiberal, hierarchical societies as well as to liberal ones.
Rawls argues that even hierarchical societies rely upon an idea of jus-
tice which secures certain minimum rights for all: rights to subsis-
tence, security, some liberty, formal equality and personal property.
Although hierarchical societies do not regard persons as free and
equal (since not all members of such societies have equal status with
respect to free expression, for example), Rawls argues that represen-
tatives of hierarchical societies would (from behind a veil of igno-
rance) nevertheless agree to a liberal conception of rights as applied
to states.

Against Rawls, Hayden charges that there is a significant differ-
ence between the set of rights and liberties that members of differ-
ent types of societies would agree to, since persons in hierarchical
societies are not deemed free and equal. Hayden finds unsatisfac-
tory the solution he reads in Rawls that rights are assignable only
once it is determined what particular society one is born into. This
solution has it that ‘If a person is born into a liberal society then he
or she can claim the rights consistent with the status of free and
equal persons; if a person is born into a hierarchical society then he
or (especially) she cannot claim such a status and is granted only 
a restricted set of rights’. Such a concession undermines the foun-
dation for universal rights and would be unacceptable to liberals,
concludes Hayden.

Seumas Miller presents a description and analysis of two major
corruption scandals, with the intention of bringing to the fore the con-
nections between social norms and corruption in the context of tran-
scultural interactions. He suggests that transcultural interactions are
of special interest here, not only because of the general importance of
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globalisation, but also because of the peculiar problems the context
raises. Robust social norms – in the sense of regularities in action
which embody moral attitudes – provide a barrier to corruption, wide-
spread corruption corrodes social norms. Miller investigates what the
implications are for corruption when members of different social
groups – and thus adherents to different social norms – interact com-
mercially, politically, and so on. He sets out a series of conditions
conducive to corruption which are involved in transcultural interac-
tion, but which go largely unnoticed in the normal course of events.
He then uses the examples of the Bhopal scandal in India and that of
Lockheed in Japan to illustrate that all of these conditions come to the
fore in these major corruption cases.

Marek Kwiek wonders whether Richard Rorty’s ‘new pragmatist’
philosophy contemplates placing the responsibility for theorising the
good society (or at least liberal democracy) on the shoulders of poets
rather than philosophers. It is as if, after more than twenty five cen-
turies, poets are being ordered back into the polis and made to think
about the state and laws, thus relieving philosophers of the duty of
enlightening the world. While Rorty believes that in the future we
may turn to poets and engineers, ‘the people who produce startling
new projects for achieving the greatest happiness of the greatest num-
ber’, rather than to philosophers, Kwiek argues that in taking one step
forward, Rorty takes two steps backwards. Embroiled in cross-cutting
and irresolvable – even incommensurable – dichotomies between
philosophy, poetry and the private, on the one hand, and politics, the
novel and the public, on the other, Rorty at least consistently avoids
choosing between the romanticism of the poet and the pragmatism of
the politician and social engineer. Kwiek also questions whether
Rorty is interested in literature as literature or perhaps as a better and
more effective tool than philosophy, and whether he merely produces
for his own pragmatic purposes an account of literary criticism to suit
himself. He concludes that Rorty’s rather pessimistic account of the
relationship between philosophy and literature, while convincing, is
perhaps too simple.

Noting that the emergence of postmodern thought has prompted
the retrieval of concepts and practices marginalised by the modernist
fixation on reason, Piper sets out to re-examine the utility of one such
‘victim’, the concept and practice of tradition. Considering, in turn,
the arguments of the philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer and the soci-
ologist Anthony Giddens, Piper argues that the assumption of an overt
opposition between reason and tradition, shared by modernists and



conservatives alike, is misleading. Philosophically, Gadamer redeems
a role for tradition as one of the bases for the prejudices inherent in
the initial processes of reasoning. This transcends the binary opposi-
tion between tradition and reason, undermining both modernist affir-
mations of the epistemological primacy of reason (Condorcet), and
conservative defences of the epistemological primacy of tradition
(Oakeshott). Sociologically, Giddens argues that societies can be clas-
sified as ‘traditional’ or otherwise, not so much through the presence
of traditional practices, but to the extent that tradition constitutes a
source of unquestioned authority. Hence even in post-traditional soci-
eties, traditional practices will persist. In sum, Piper argues for an
understanding of, and role for, tradition which does not simply
oppose it to reason, but recognises the ways in which they may be
philosophically and socially intertwined.

In his contribution, Roger Deacon offers an analysis of Michel
Foucault’s attempts to reconceptualise the way relations of power
operate in modern societies. Contrary to criticisms levelled at Fou-
cault’s work by Juergen Habermas, Nancy Fraser and Charles Taylor,
that he tends to treat power as an all-encompassing form of domina-
tion which not only monopolises and distorts the production of
knowledge but leaves few opportunities for struggle or progressive
transformation, it is argued that Foucault can be read as understand-
ing power in the form of relational ‘strategies of governance’, depen-
dent for their operation on the existence of free subjects capable both
of resistance and of positively producing effects of truth in reality.

Omnipresent but not omnipotent, multiple, local and unstable rela-
tions of power or ‘strategic games between liberties’ consist predom-
inantly of actions which modify the actions of others. Modern society
is neither an iron cage nor liable to disintegrate, but a shifting and
unstable matrix of relations of power and knowledge which generate
free and active subjects. This is not to say that anything goes in this
‘perpetual battle’, or that there are no rules; rather, the rules them-
selves are forged in combat and may prove to be well-tempered and
long-lasting or brittle and short-lived. For Deacon, the great strength
of Foucault’s reconceptualisation of power relations as strategies of
governance is that it is equally able to account for those characteris-
tics attributed to power by most modern, sovereign-centred theorists,
that it is predominantly negative, repressive, centralised and homo-
geneous. It is also highly relevant for understanding the rapidly
evolving and globalising ‘age of information’ in which virtual selves
produce effective knowledge amidst relational power.
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Finally, this issue sees an extension of the book review section of
Theoria with reviews of Hennie Lötter’s Injustice, Violence and
Peace, Theodor W. Adorno’s Critical Models: Interventions and
Catchwords and Joseph E. Buttigieg’s translation of Volume II of
Antonio Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks.
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