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The Idea of the Political:
Boundary, significance, agency

PETER RONALD deSOUZA

The observation that there is no consensus among scholars on what is
entailed by the domain of the political' isameasure notof the inadequate
attention paid by these scholars to the task of defining the terrain, of
identifying what is to be included and what excluded,? but is instead a
reflection of the wider matrix ofhumanlife. Thislatter viewpointsees the
controversy as the product of a ‘word’ in which has been invested the
hopes, aspirations, frustrations, and beliefs of individuals, groups, classes,
and nations.?

It is also a recognition of the changing nature of political discourse
where, for example, a different emphasis is placed on the word in
different historical periods. During Classical Greece, for example, political
discourse was largely philosophical while during the Roman period it was
largely legal. In the current period the emphasis has been on the
explanatory and the scientific. The controversy on what the word entails
is hence vibrant and many layered since the social and linguistic space
that the word occupies has to be controlled because it is through such
control that the world can be fashioned. The word political is hence a
political word.

To discuss the ‘idea of the political’, this paper will be divided into
three sections. The firstsection will look at the idea of a ‘boundary’ which
separates the political from the non-political, a separation which
constitutes the first stage in the subsequent exercise of inclusion and
exclusion. The second section will discuss the relationship between the
activity of ascribing ‘significance’ and the word political. Itwill be argued
that looking at the idea of significance will help us map the topography
of the word. The third section will look at the aspect of ‘agency’ and the
political. Here the question of the extent of the agent’s involvement,
seen in terms either of support or opposition to things considered
political, will be addressed.

‘Boundary’ and the political

Rather than use this article to make my own substantive statement on



52 PETER RONALD deSOUZA

what the word political entails, as is the general expectation when one
ventures into this debate today, I shall, indeed, be a little old-fashioned
and attempt the traditional exercise of unpacking the word to see what
itcontains. I expect thatin the unpacking I will be able to locate general
clues, of a formal kind, which show what is common between the various
conceptions of the political. This clarificatory exercise is prompted by my
impression that in the current discourse there are too many entities
being described as political and that this multitude of descriptions has
resulted in considerable confusion about the domain of the political.
This, I believe, involves as much of an engagement with the big issues as
does the substantive statement on the political but since it is at the
metatheoretical level its involvement is not so easily recognized.

The first point to be noted here is the distinction between the words
‘political’ and ‘politics’. The former is an adjective, whereas the latter is
anoun. I shall discuss only the former since the concern, in this issue of
the journal, is primarily with the former. As an adjective itis derived from
the noun butlike all adjectivesit has onlyadependentor qualifying status
or existence.* A brief survey of the Encylopedias of political institutions
and political thought,” shows that there is no entry with only the word
‘political’. The first entry, for example, is ‘political attitudes’ showing the
adjective followed byanoun. It continues in similar fashion through a list
of entrieswhere the adjective ‘political’ is used to qualify a string of nouns
such as behaviour, communication, institution, power, rhetoric, parties,
etc. Common to all the nouns is the adjective ‘political’ suggesting that
all of them have a common quality or property.

Further, wh.ile the adjective ‘political’ is used with a large variety of
nouns from different domains of life, for example, a political novel, a
pth_lcaI d_ress, a ‘p(_)lit.ical gesture, a political institution, a political
g:tézzifstp,f z;c(;{ 1at 18 not, and c?nn(.)t_ be, used with an.y _and all nouns.

) mple, have a ‘political sky’, or a ‘political train’ (you
cot_.lld have a political name for a train such as the August Kranti
Rajdhani) or a ‘political computer’. If some nouns, therefore, merit the
qualifierand others do not then there is some property or quality specific
to the noun th.at merits the adjective, a property which the others do not
ha.ve. The existence of this ‘property of the political’ suggests the
existence of a boundary,

It is apparent from the foregoing that all the nouns within the
boundary possess the property of being ‘political’ which those outside
the boundary do not have. Of those inside, some have ‘more’ of the
propertywhile others have ‘less’. Those nounswhich have ‘more’ belong
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to certain domains of life, e.g., press, parliament, etc., whereas those
which have ‘less’ belong to other domains, e.g., family, sport, etc. There
is therefore a continuum along which nouns can be located with one end
of the continuum being ‘less’ political and the other being ‘more’
political. The existence of this continuum is agent dependent, in that it
is linked to the beliefs and biography of the agent, who could be either
an individual, group, community, or nation. Boundaries change with
context for one agent in different periods, for different agents in the
same period. An examination of the constitution of the continuum, in
terms of the discourse of the agent, would show that the ‘political’ nouns
cluster around certain domainswith some clustersagain being considered
more political and others being considered less.

Further, while in principle there is widespread agreement amongst
those involved in the debate on the idea of the political, about the
existence of a boundary which separates the political from the non-
political, there is considerable disagreement about where that boundary
should be and what specifically should be included and excluded.
Similarly, on the question of clusters, there is disagreement about where
on the continuum to locate certain nouns. Should they be towards the
‘more’ end or towards the ‘less’ end? There is even disagreement on
whetheritisvalid to talk of clustersatall, an argument that can be derived
from the post-Modernists who regard all nouns as having a unique
political identity.® What can be retrieved, however, from this debate on
the ontology of the ‘political’, which has the potential of sliding down the
slippery slope of relativism, is that a boundary exists which separates the
political from the non-political. Thisseparation becomes possible because
of the ‘property of the political’.

The above recognition, that any discussion of the ‘boundary’ is
accompanied by disagreement, shows that the adjective ‘political’ has a
dual ontological status.” It has both an empirical connotation, in that it
refers to a set of relations which have consequences that are empirically
testable, and it has normative overtones in that it considers these
relations and these consequences significant. From the standpoint of
some normative principles, which all political theories have,® these
relations and consequences are regarded as either commendable or
condemnable, as those needing to be endorsed or decried. These
contrasting judgements stem from the different conceptions of the
‘goodsociety’ thatunderlie the various theories.? Much of the controversy
about the word political stems from this dual ontological status. I shall
discuss this in more detail in section three when I look at the relation
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between ‘agency and the political’.

As regards the normative aspect, the contestation is understandable,
since, beyond a point, there can be no resolution of the dispute between
God and the Devil.!? As regards the empirical aspect, however, greater
agreement than at the normative level is possible, since settling the
disputes requires the presentation of evidence in favour or opposition of
the hypothesisunder review. Ifstill there is disagreement, in other words,
if the limits to full agreement still exist, it is because of the theory
impregnatedness of this evidence. Starting from the pre-analystic insight
thatgovernsthe selection of hypothesis, to the subsequentinterpretation
of data collected, theory plays a role. Here again the question of
‘significance’ assumes significance.

‘Significance’ and the political

The ascription of significance to a word or an activity, to a noun,
therefore, has both a ‘weak’ and a ‘strong’ provenance. The weak sense
concerns the theory impregnation of all data, either at the level of the
framing of hypothesis or at the level of the interpretation of data. The
strong sense refers to the agent’s fixing of himself or herself with respect
to the other objects in the world, to the constitution of identity and the
construction of meaning within which agency will occur.!! Therefore,
the willingness to ascribe is related again to the agent’s conception of
significance, seen in terms of either relations or of consequences.
Individuals, groups, communities, nations, ascribe significance to nouns,
depending on their respective weltanschuuang. This varied basis of
ascription, since weltanschuuangs differ, provides the site for the contest
in the public discourse over the word political.

The “ascription of significance’ is hence an important point of entry
for those who wish to explain why some nouns merit the adjective
political, while others do not. The exercise of investigating why and how
such ascription is done leads me to the entangled world of meanings. It
islike falling through the well in Alice in Wonderland to discover a magical
world where things are not what they seem to be, where there is a
relativism of meanings and motivations, and where the fixity of one set
of meanings and motivations has a limited longevity and is soon replaced
by another set.

The world of meaning is a shadowy world, since it has many sources in
the life of the agent. These range over many domains from physiology to
culture, from personal biography to social context. Individual and
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collective histories play a part, in some a bit part in others the lead role.
The world of meaning is a fascinating world whose understanding would
require one to journey through different terrains. Examining these
would help us explain, perhaps to a limited extent, how agents relate to
aworld in flux, how they replace one set of meanings by another. Itwould
require a certain view of reality.!? Exploring the moment of replacement
would show us that there is a time when the meanings of one set assume
greater importance for the agent than the meaning of another. There is
in this flux and perhaps because of it a phase of ascendency and a phase
of decline of sets of meaning, a pointatwhich one form of recommended
agency yields to another because the recommendation changes. This
point of transition I call the threshold point.

For the sake of illustration let us assume that an agent has to choose
between two ethical codes, a utilitarian calculusand an ethical imperative.
While the choices of most agents are based on a combination of the two
ethical codes, there isa point, the threshold point, atwhich those discussions
which began as an ethical imperative change into ones based on an
utilitarian calculus and vice-versa. This threshold point, which is not
adequately appreciated by theorists of social action, is the point at which
sticking to the original decision, as in the case of the ethical imperative,
is felt by the agent to be too costly in terms of the violence that the
obstinate adherence to the value initially chosen does to other
fundamental values. In the case of the utilitarian calculus the threshold
point is the point at which the strategy of repeated calculation is seen as
entailing a loss of self-respect especially since the periodic changes in
decision, which the utilitarian calculus entails, results in a feeling of
anomie. This is because the absence of a fixed ethical code deprives the
agentofa frame of reference fromwhich to define his position in relation
to the world. The agentin thislatter case feels compelled, by the repeated
compromises, to say ‘this is where I stand, I can go no further’. The
threshold point is, therefore, in the final analysis, dependent on the
personality of the agent.!?

‘Agency’ and the political

While the discussion has, in a somewhat disembodied manner, so far
attempted to delineate the topography of the ‘political’ the discussion
henceforth will attempt to show how the ideas of ‘boundary’ and
‘significance’ translate into ‘agency’. In the preceding discussion I had
suggested how and why agents, whether these be individuals, groups,
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communities, or nations, invest their beliefs, hopes, expectations,
frustrations, and incompetencies in the word political. The word as a
result of this investment serves as one of the many spectacles with which
agents see the world, with which they plot their own current positions
and their subsequent trajectory in relation to this world. Their agency,
their choices and decisions, judgements and preferences, emerge from
this perception.!* This domain of agency has aspects of both acceptance
and resistance, endorsement and critique, preservation and
transformation.

Which brings me back to my earlier discussion of the dual ontological
status of the word political. Justasin the case of the word ‘social’ the word
‘political’ implies that the nouns to which it is attached are the product
of human agency and hence, since these relations and consequences are
created, they can be reversed. The important question for agents is,
should these relations and consequences be reversed? The different
responsesshow the different politics of the agents. While [ recognize that
the word has both an empirical and a normative connotation I shall, in
this section, limit myself only to the normative connotation.

This normative connotation is what serves as the basis for the
commendation or condemnation that we associate with certain nouns,
of why we consider certain relations and consequences desirable and
others despicable. In arriving at this judgement the agent asks four
questions: (i) what is the nature of the relations and consequences? (ii)
where do their causes lie? (iii) can they be changed and reversed? and
(iv) should they be changed or reversed?

Assuming that there is no difficulty in answering the first three
questions we find that we need to pause at the fourth, since it requires us
to judge, to measure the world against our picture of that we would like
to live in, a condition that Rawls places on any advocacy of a fair and just
society. This activity of measurement and judgement finds the agent
creating two groups of political nouns, those that require the agent to
intervene and change the world, to make the relationsand consequences
more consistent with the model of ajust and fair society, and those that
only entail judgement without intervention. This categorization of
nouns into two groups of the political, those that require an active
response from the agentand those thatrequire onlyapassive recognition
of the existence of these relations and consequences, leads one to make
a tautological statement that ‘what an agent considers to be political will
be determined by the politics of the agent’.

This can be explained best by a simple illustration, Take the case of
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wage differentialsin asociety. These are considered political in the sense
that they are the products of human agency and hence can be altered or
retained depending on the social choice thatis made. Assume that in any
society four distinct, mutually exclusive, sets of wage differentials A, B, C,
D, can be sustained by the economy of that society. Differential A has a
ratio of 1 : 100 between the lowest wage and the highest. Differential B
is1:75. Differential Cis 1:50 and differential D is 1:25. Itis further argued
that the higher the level of differential the higher the incentive to
produce. It is also argued that the higher the level of differential the
higher the level of greed. From the four options available, the option the
agent will choose will, therefore, depend on the trade-offs between
growth, incentive, and greed that the agent regards as satisfying his/her
own conception of a just society. I have introduced the aspect of greed
to illustrate that the agent, in addition to having to make choices with
respect to distribution of resources and equity, also has to make choices
with respect to lifestyles. Hence the complication of choice.

While all four options are political some are more political than the
others. This depends on which one the agent considers most significant.
While the equality of wages may be more important to some agents, even
if it results in a disincentive to work, incentive to produce may be more
important to others, even if this leads to greater inequality. Further, the
agentmay consider it necessary to resista high wage differential, because
of his/her aversion to the greed thatit produces, but may accept a lower
wage diferential (buta differential none-the-less) even though equality
isaconsideration, because of the recognition thatincentivesare necessary
for productive work. To choose, therefore, the agent has to establish a
boundary of significance. This is the domain of the political.
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