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Why Agonists Should Stop Discussing
With Deliberative Theorists

Asgeir Tryggvason

ome discussions carry the embryo of genuine and

mutual understanding, while others do not. In

educational research there has been an ongoing

discussion between agonists and deliberative theorists

about democratic education; one that I have been
engaged in on “the agonistic side” of the fence. This discussion has
revolved around normative questions, such as: What role should
emotions and identities have in classroom discussions, and what
should the aim of the classroom discussions be? Deliberative
theorists have argued that teachers should focus on the rational
argument - the issue itself - and try to leave emotions and identities
on the sidelines. Deliberative theorists argue that a key aim for
discussions is that they should aim towards a consensus on political
issues (Englund, 2016; Samuelsson, 2018). Agonists, on the other
hand, have emphasised that emotions and identities are
unavoidably intertwined with political issues and conflicts.
Wanting something to be changed in society, such as the end of
police brutality, cannot be detached from the affective investment
of wanting. Agonists argue that a commitment to democracy,
equality and justice cannot be detached from the emotional aspect
that comes with it (Tryggvason, 2017).

From my agonistic standpoint, these discussions have been
defensive and non-productive for agonistic theory development.
When presenting papers at conferences on agonism, a common
question from the audience is: “Why do you need to separate
agonism from deliberative theory - why don’t you try to combine
them instead?” Questions like these are kind, genuine and
explorative, but this ongoing discussion about the relation to
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deliberation does something to agonistic thought and theory
development in educational research. A lot of time is spent
explaining agonism and how it differs from deliberative theory. For
agonists, this has primarily been a pedagogical rather than a
theoretical task. It seems as though agonistic theory development
in educational research is on the losing end of this stalemate
situation with deliberative theorists.

The aim of this essay is to open up a discussion about theory
development in agonistic educational research. In order to directly
address the unproductiveness of the agonism-deliberation
discussion, this essay turns inwards toward the richness and
diversity of agonistic thought. As I see it, there are two reasons why
agonists should stop discussing with deliberative theorists. The
first, is that the discussion is unproductive and at a stalemate, both
of which hamper agonistic theory development. The second reason
is that agonists do not need the discussion with deliberative
theorists to develop agonistic theory in educational research.

One explanation as to why the discussion is at a stalemate is
perhaps due to the ontological differences undergirding agonism
and deliberative theory. As I have outlined elsewhere, agonism -
and particularly Mouffe’s agonistic theory - is based on an
ontological understanding that is incompatible with deliberative
theory (Tryggvason, 2018a, 2019). Thus, in a strict sense, agonists
and deliberative theorists do not disagree about the roles that
emotions and identities should have in education because they
have fundamentally different understandings of what emotions
and identities are in the first place, and how they relate to political
life. Withdrawing from such a discussion is therefore not about
stopping talking to or with someone who disagrees with you. It is
rather about leaving a discussion with someone who is talking
about a completely different issue than you are.

When we as agonists in educational research are too busy pushing
back against the dominant consensus-oriented theories, there is
little energy left for a theory development of our own. The rich
history of agonism, which has been thoroughly explored in political
science, is seldom present in educational research. This is hardly
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surprising, given that agonism, and specifically Mouffe’s (2005)
agonistic theory, has historically been developed in relation to
deliberative theory. Thus, when these theoretical positions are
transposed into educational research, a discussion between them
follows (Englund, 2016; Leiviska & Pyy, 2020; Samuelsson, 2018;
Tryggvason, 2018a; Zembylas, 2018). But the rich and diverse
history of agonistic theory has also been developed apart from
deliberative theory. This history consists of a palette of agonistic
ideas, concepts and traditions that in turn stem from disparate
theoretical sources. Honig (1993) draws on Arendt, while Arendt
draws on the ancient Greeks. Connolly (1993) is inspired by
Nietzsche, while Mouffe (1999a) draws on Carl Schmitt in an
attempt to “use Schmitt against Schmitt” (Mouffe, 1999a; p. 52; see
also Glover, 2012; Schaap, 2007; Tryggvason, 2018b).

The richness and diversity of this heritage has not yet been
included in educational research (Koutsouris et al,, 2021). Instead,
agonists in educational research tend to pick one agonistic line of
thought and stick to it. Most of us pick Mouffe, while others pick
Arendt (ibid.). But any fruitful and vivid discussion between them
is hard to find in educational research.!

Against this background, the essay is intended as a call to other
agonists in educational research that it is time to attend our own
theoretical tradition and leave the stalemate discussion with
deliberative theorists behind. I will try to initiate this internal
discussion by exploring and elaborating on how agonistic theory
has conceptualised the Other. The ambition is to draw on the
richness of agonistic thought and highlight how agonistic theory
itself is a sufficient and fertile theoretical ground for educational
research.

! An exception here is the work of Carsten Ljunggren, who already in
1996 elaborated on a radical democratic conception of democratic
education by drawing on the tensions between different agonistic
traditions (see Ljunggren, 1996, 2007). Another exception is the work of
Lovisa Bergdahl (2010).
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But the idea of agonistic theory is not meaningful without a
constitutive “outside”, just as our identity as “agonists” is not a
meaningful subject position in educational research without the
Other. Thus, our identity as “agonists” cannot function as a
meaningful subject position in educational research without the
Other. In acknowledging this, I will use deliberative theory as our
constitutive outside. This is not an attempt to engage in a
discussion with deliberative theorists, which would be
contradictory to the aim of this essay. Rather, it is an attempt to
methodologically use deliberative theory as an otherness that can
deepen and develop the internal discussion about agonistic theory
in educational research.

In the following sections I outline two conceptualisations of the
Other that have affected the agonistic project in different ways. The
first is the deliberative idea of inter-subjectivity (see Erman, 2009)
and the second is the intra-subjectivity found in the work of Carl
Schmitt (1932/2007). Against the background of these two
conceptualisations, I elaborate on how agonistic theory, and
particularly the work of Arendt, moves to an understanding in
which the Other is the immediate and contingent relation between
otherness and our own signification (Ljunggren, 1999a). I argue
that this agonistic understanding of the Other is not only
qualitatively distinct from the deliberative notion of the Other, but
more importantly, is absolutely distinct from the deliberative
theorists’ projection of what agonism is.

“Halt! Who goes there?”

In her article What is wrong with agonistic pluralism? the political
theorist Erman (2009) criticises Mouffe’s agonistic theory from the
vantage point of deliberative theory. Without going into this
particular debate, I want to highlight some of Erman’s critical
questions because they clearly illustrate how the inter-subjective
conception of the Other undergirds deliberative theory. For Erman,
amain problem with agonistic theory is the idea of antagonism. The
problem is that the agonistic theory cannot explain how someone
can identify the Other as an antagonist if they do not share a
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common symbolic space (Erman, 2009). Erman focuses on the
preconditions for antagonism and enmity within Mouffe’s agonistic
theory. Mouffe (1999b, 2000) defines antagonism as relations
between identities that do not share a common symbolic space. In
my reading of Erman, [ understand her question to be this: How can
I recognise someone as my enemy if we do not share a common
symbolic space? From Erman’s perspective, it would be impossible
to distinguish the friend from the foe if there was no shared
symbolic space. In other words, there has to be some kind of
common understanding between me and my enemy in order for us
to have an antagonistic relation. Erman writes:

The distinction between subject and object (and between particular
and general) can only be meaningfully understood within an
available conceptual and thus symbolic space, which presupposes a
common understanding. This means that the actors involved can
only identify an antagonistic conflict as such through some common
presumptions about each other as subjects. Unfortunately,
following Schmitt, Mouffe would never attribute to antagonism
such a dimension of common understanding, since the point with
the distinction between friend and enemy is precisely that there is
no common understanding at all. (Erman, 2009, pp. 1046-1047)

At first glance, Erman’s argument seems problematic for Mouffe’s
agonistic theory. However, what is not made explicit in this line of
reasoning is that the argument is based on a static understanding
of the relation between subjects, i.e., inter-subjectivity. In this idea
of inter-subjectivity, the Other is seen a stable object that exists
prior to and independent of our encounter. The inter-subjectivity is
in this sense an encounter between two stable entities: us and
them, subject and object.

From an agonistic perspective, Ljunggren (1999a) has criticised
this static notion of identity and inter-subjectivity and pointed to
how this notion is related to an idea of cultures as fixed entities:

Only if you allow yourself to locate the Other as something possible
to refer to as an object, an historically permanent one and something
separated from yourself as a subject, only then do diversity and
difference make sense as a basis for understanding culture and
identities as fixed entities. (Ljunggren, 1999a, p. 53)
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In his critique of this idea of stable inter-subjectivity, Ljunggren
highlights how it turns the question of the Other into a question of
knowledge: “Cultural diversity signifies that in the society there (a)
are diverse cultural positions which (b) can be located (c) by us”
(Ljunggren, 1999a, p. 49, emphasis in original). The idea of stable
inter-subjectivity is therefore an idea in which the identities of both
“us” and “them” are already fixed prior to every encounter. From
such a perspective, the main question always becomes: what is the
Other? (Ljunggren, 1999b).

A similar critique of the inter-subjective perspective can be found
in the work of Honig (1993). Honig points to how the idea of the
Other’s stable identity becomes an inquiry into whether the Other
is one of “us” or not. It is in answering this question that the Other
becomes exclusively a question of knowledge. Honig’s argument
becomes clear in her critique of the communitarian theory
represented by Sandel. Honig writes: “For Sandel, the problem
posed by the other is a problem of knowledge or recognition: can
‘we’ discern traces of ourselves in the other?” (Honig, 1993, p. 12;
cf. Glover, 2012; Ljunggren, 2010). As we know, this search for
knowledge is not curious and innocent, but a search for knowledge
that can be used to establish order and define stable boundaries
between “us” and “them”. As Honig (1993) formulates it, it is a
“need to fit unruly others into neat categories of sameness and
difference, friendship and enmity ‘Halt! Who goes there?” (p. 12,
emphasis in original). What we are seeing here is a stable inter-
subjectivity that undergirds both the deliberative and the
communitarian understanding of the Other.

Before I elaborate on the agonistic understanding of the Other, the
intra-subjective perspective needs to be discerned, as it plays a
crucial role for agonistic thought. Let us turn to Carl Schmitt.

Halt! Who are we?

If the deliberative and communitarian theories promote a
particular form of inter-subjectivity, then we find Carl Schmitt at
the other end of the spectrum representing a radical intra-
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subjectivity. We could say that when the inter-subjective
perspective thrives for knowledge about the Other, the intra-
subjective perspective instead pursues knowledge about “us”.
Thus, instead of asking the inter-subjective question “what is the
Other?” the intra-subjective questioning turns inwards to: “who are
we”? This idea becomes evident when Schmitt describes how to
recognise the enemy. We could say that the question that Erman
posed in 2009 (about how to recognise the antagonist/enemy) was
answered by Schmitt in 1932:

Who may I finally recognize as my enemy? Manifestly, he alone who
can put me in question. Insofar as I recognize him as my enemy, [
recognize that he can put me in question. And who can effectively
put me in question? Only myself. Or my brother. That’s it. The

other is my brother. The other is revealed as my enemy [...] The
enemy is our own question as figure. (Schmitt quoted in Marder
2010, p. 87)

What Schmitt does here is to locate the enemy as one’s own
question as figure. The enemy, or the antagonistic Other, is not
located as a concrete Other but as the figure who “puts me in
question”. How can we then locate this figure? As Schmitt writes,
the figure is our own question. Here we see the contours of what
could be described as a radical intra-subjectivity. The enemy, as
Schmitt sees it, stems from my own questioning, where the Other is
always a question about who “we” are.

This radical intra-subjectivity is grounded in the observation that
the Other does not have to exist in order for “us” to exist.2 It would
be excessive to demand that every collective formation of an “us” is
dependent on a concrete existence of the Other. For Schmitt, this is
why “humanity” cannot be a political entity, “because it has no
enemy, at least not on this planet” (Schmitt, 1932/2007, p. 54).
What is needed, however, is a figure that can function as the Other.
For instance, for a group of neo-Nazis to become a collective
identity they need a figure of the Other. Whether the Other exists
or not is not a necessity. What is important is the signification and
articulation of the Other as a figure that puts them into question

2 For a critical reading of Schmitt in this issue, see Abizadeh (2005).
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(Marder, 2010; cf. Laclau, 2007). In the case of neo-Nazis, their
main figure, the Zionist Occupation Government, is non-existent yet
still functions as the Other that constitutes them as a collective
identity.3

Returning to Schmitt, his notion of intra-subjectivity can be seen as
an anti-thesis to the inter-subjectivity that is put forward by
deliberative (liberal) and communitarian theories. From an intra-
subjective perspective, the search for knowledge is always a search
that turns inwards: Halt! Who are we?

Agonistic otherness

Let us now turn to the main issue of this essay, namely the agonistic
understanding of the Other. In short, we could say that agonism
dwells in the interplay between inter- and intra-subjectivity, and it
is against the background of the two passages above that the
contours and specificity of agonism can be outlined.

First of all, agonism is not a theory that combines inter-subjectivity
and intra-subjectivity. In that sense, it is not a theory that combines
two parts but is a synthetisation that qualitatively differs from
inter- and intra-subjectivity. What is in focus is therefore not “what
is the Other?” and “who are we?”, but the relation that emerges
between these subjectivities. In order outline how agonism is the
interplay between inter and intra, I will start with Arendt’s (1958)
conceptualisation of the public sphere and, more precisely, in the
discussion about what threatens the public sphere. It is in this
discussion that we find the keys to understand the agonistic
conceptualisation of the Other.

3 Here it is important to highlight that the violence and hate of neo-Nazis
is directed toward concrete persons and organisations, even if the neo-
Nazis’ figure is not concrete.
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What threatens the public sphere?

According to Arendt (1958), the constitution of a “we” takes place
through its own manifestation. In this sense, a “we” is constituted
in and by its own action - there is no doer behind the action and
there is no “we” that exists prior to the constituting act itself. Such
an act, as Arendt reminds us, is always an act in the public sphere,
and in a stronger sense, it is only in the public sphere that it is
possible to act (Bergdahl, 2010). A clear example of this is found in
the American Constitution and the performative act in declaring
“We, the people”. From Arendt’s perspective, this “we” is born into
the world in the act of declaring itself in a public sphere (Arendt,
1958).

This way of conceptualising the relation between actions and the
public sphere has certain consequences. If the public sphere is
threatened, or loses its role in society, it follows that the possibility
to act will also be threatened. What Arendt highlights is that the
private sphere has a tendency to occupy the public sphere with the
consequence that our ability to act is weakened. This
understanding stems from Arendt’s distinction between the
private and the public, and the distinction between the social and
the public. For Arendt, there is a qualitative distinction between
social issues and public issues, where social issues are nothing but
the aggregation of issues belonging to the private sphere. In other
words, a social issue is the aggregation of private issues. When the
private sphere occupies the public sphere, it does so in terms of
social issues. Thus, private issues become aggregated into social
issues and push what is truly public out of the public sphere (Pitkin,
1998). But how should this threat to the public sphere be
understood - who is threatening it?

Honig (1993) presents two ways of interpreting Arendt on this
point. The first interpretation is as a threat coming from a
particular group of people. It could be a social group in society that
threatens the public sphere from within, such as a social class. It
could also be a group that does not belong to society but threatens
it from the outside, i.e., “the barbarians”. As I see it, this way of
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formulating the threat as coming from a particular group is an
inter-subjective understanding of the threat.

The second interpretation of what threatens the public sphere is
the intra-subjective understanding of the Other. This means that
the threat should not be “identified with particular classes of
people, or bodies, or women in particular. But as ‘particular
attitude[s] against which the public realm must be guarded”
(Honig, 1993, p. 82, citing Pitkin, 1998, emphasis in original).
Specifically, it is the attitudes that the private realm brings with it
(through work and labour) that threaten the public sphere. From
this intra-subjective position, the threat should not be understood
as something that resides outside the public sphere itself, but as
something that comes from within. It is when the public sphere
takes on the attitudes from work and labour, rather than actions,
that it loses its self-understanding as a public sphere (cf. Dewey,
1927). It is in this loss of self-understanding that it becomes a
sphere for social issues and not a realm for action.

What this agonistic understanding of the public sphere teaches us
is that there must be a public sphere in order to act, and that it is by
acting in this public sphere that a “we” can constitute itself. This
should not be misunderstood. Even when the people declare itself
as “we, the people” in a public sphere, it is never an all-
encompassing intra-subjectivity because such an act is constituted
by contingency.

Contingent subjectivity

To further elaborate on the agonistic conception of subjectivity as
contingent, [ will use the communitarian perspective as a stepping-
stone. From a communitarian perspective, the constitution of my
own identity depends on the community to which I belong. To be
who I am is never a solo act but is always dependent on the
community (Sandel, 2006; see also Honig, 1993). This means that |
am in debt to my community for the constitution of my own
identity. But, as Honig asks, why should we believe that our debt
stops at the community borders? If the constitution of “us” is
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established by “the others who we are not” - this would mean that
“we” are in debt to “them” as well. Honig writes:

After all, figures who frighten and repel us play a part in our
constitution as a “we”, a “we” that is what it is (partly) insofar as
it is not “them”. Blackness plays a part in the constitution of
whiteness, masculinity in femininity, master in slave, terrorist in
state, and overman in herd. Perhaps the logic of indebtedness
extends across the line of opposition that marks each of these pairs.
(1993, p. 171)

From Honig’s agonistic perspective, the Other is the one who
disrupts the lines between friend and enemy by resisting the binary
categorisation. In this, the Other is the one who also disrupts “us”
as a stable identity with fixed borders. At the same time, the Other
is the one who “we” are in debt to for constituting “us”. As Honig
(1993) puts it: “The other disrupts. And for this the virti theorist is
indebted to the other, the enemy who is also a friend” (p. 194,
emphasis in original). What we have here is neither a stable inter-
subjectivity nor an intra-subjectivity, but rather a theory that
underlines the contingent interplay between subject and object.

How, then, should the interplay itself be understood? Here,
Ljunggren’s (1999a) concept of identity/difference can help us to
specify the interplay between inter and intra. This concept
highlights how the constitution of “us” and “them” is an inseparable
process of inter-subjective and intra-subjective action.

[...] culture and identity must be understood as a contingent process
of becoming where the identity is signified in confrontation with
heterogeneous others - and with a heterogeneous self. This is to say
that there is no essentialism in a given culture or cultural identity.
This, in turn, means that cultures are constituted only in relation to
that otherness internal to their own signifying and (symbol-forming)
communicating processes which make ‘culture’ decentred
structures... (Ljunggren, 1999a, pp. 53-54, emphasis added)

It is important to highlight that it is not identity and difference,
which would be an inter-subjective understanding based on stable
identity and stable difference. Instead, what we have is
identity/difference as a compound concept, where identity and
difference are already interwoven and constitutive of each other
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(cf. Bergdahl, 2010). Thus, the constitution of a “we” is a dual
process that is about a confrontation with others and about the
internal signification. The confrontation with the Other, as
Ljunggren (1999a) highlights, is not one between two stable and
pre-fixed identities but is rather a confrontation where both “we”
and the Other are heterogenous (cf. Laclau & Mouffe, 2001, p. 125).

From this perspective, a collective identity is a question of a
relation between otherness and internal signification. What
matters is therefore not only the Other, or only the internal
signification, but the relation between otherness and the internal
signification. By seeing the interplay in terms of identity/difference
points us to how agonism is a true synthetisation of inter and intra
that qualitatively differs from simple combination. What is
important to keep in mind is that this interplay is always
characterised by its contingency (Ljunggren, 1999a). The
contingency that undergirds the relation between inter and intra is
not a temporary uncertainty, or pure chance, but is rather an
ontological contingency that stems from communication itself as
being contingent. Recognising the Other is in this sense not an
epistemic endeavour, but a process of re-thinking and re-cognising
oneself and the Other in contingent encounters (Ljunggren, 2010;
Bergdahl, 2010).

Two answers

Let me return to the initial question posed by Erman (2009):
“[H]ow is it possible for antagonism proper to be a conflict between
us and them (or me and the Other) without any ‘common symbolic
space’, to use Mouffe’s words?” (p. 1046). What Erman presupposes
is that this common symbolic space exists before the very
confrontation between “us” and “them”. What agonistic theory
points to is that this space should be understood as a
communicative realm that comes into existence in the very
moment of action (Arendt, 1958, p. 199). As Arendt formulates it:
“the organization of a people as it arises out of acting and speaking
together, and its true space lies between people living together for
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this purpose, no matter where they happen to be” (Arendt, 1958, p.
198, my emphasis).

With this way of formulating the public sphere we now have two
different answers to Erman’s question. The first answer, which I
described above, can be found in Schmitt’s idea of the Other as “our
own question as figure”. The second way of answering the question
is to follow Arendt and point to how the question itself rests on a
problematic understanding of both the public sphere and the Other.
In this way, agonism does not only provide us with an answer, but
also opens up for a different way of re-thinking the relation
between “us” and “them” as well as the public sphere (Bergdahl,
2010).

Two conclusions

This essay starts out with the aim of initiating a discussion about
agonistic theory development in educational research by
elaborating on the agonistic notion of the Other. With deliberative
theory as a backdrop, the essay outlines how agonism
conceptualises the Other in terms of a contingent interplay
between inter- and intra-subjectivity. As shown above, this
interplay can be understood as identity/difference, where identity
and difference are always already intertwined with each other.

Given this agonistic understanding of the Other, we could ask what
this means when it comes to antagonism and enmity. As [ see it, two
important points need to be highlighted. First, by seeing the
constitution of “us” and “them” as a contingent interplay between
inter-subjectivity and intra-subjectivity, it follows that every
transformation of this boundary must involve both inter-
subjectivity and intra-subjectivity. Second, a crucial implication is
then that every attempt to transform enemies into adversaries
needs to be understood as a process that is both about “us” and
about “them”. More specifically, it needs to be understood as a
transformation of an otherness that is internal to our own
signification, “where the identity is signified in confrontation with
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heterogeneous others - and with a heterogeneous self” (Ljunggren,
1999a, p. 53).

The agonistic conceptualisation of the Other provides us with
theoretical tools and ways of thinking that we do not get from the
ongoing discussion with deliberative theorists. By making use of
the richness and diversity that agonistic theory offers, it becomes
possible to unfold a more nuanced and multi-layered
understanding of key concepts within agonistic theory, such as
antagonists and adversaries. This unfolding becomes possible if we
attend to the theoretical tasks that need to be dealt with in agonistic
theory and turn away from the time-consuming pedagogical task of
explaining and debating agonism with deliberative theorists.

The table we sit at — a concluding call

As mentioned in the introduction, I see two reasons why agonists
should stop discussing with deliberative theorists. The first is that
the agonism-deliberation discussion has reached an unproductive
stalemate, which perhaps relates to the underlying ontological
differences between the two theoretical traditions. What is clear is
that agonistic theory development in educational research is at the
losing end of this stalemate situation. The second reason is that
agonists do not need the discussion with deliberative theorists to
further develop agonism as an educational theory. Agonism, with
its rich theoretical history, constitutes a sufficient theoretical
milieu for developing agonism as an educational theory. Given this,
I want the essay to be a call to other agonists in educational
research that it is time to open up a common symbolic space
between us.

But what would characterise such a common symbolic space?
Drawing on Mouffe’s (2000) notion of this concept (p. 13), it would
be a common symbolic space in the sense that it is focused on a
shared task to further develop and explore agonism as an
educational theory. Even if such a space always contained
differences and conflicts, they would revolve around the common
task of further developing and exploring agonism. This means that
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the common symbolic space would both relate and separate us as
agonists, just as a table relates and separates those who sit around
it, to borrow a metaphor from Arendt (1958, p. 52).

At present it is difficult to determine whether agonists share any
common symbolic space in educational research. There is, for
example, no shared space where the different lines of agonistic
thought can confront each other or clash. It would appear that we
are sitting at the wrong table and have been doing so for a long time.
Therefore, I think that the time has come for us to find another
place to sit at.
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