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Abstract

Another Moment of the Recovery of the
Political Philosophy in France

‘From a Perspective of C. Lefort's Turn in 1970s

What does “recovery of the political philosophy” mean for us today? It has
been understood as an “American” movement of political philosophy stimulated
by Leo Strauss or John Rawls. The former, after the end of the 1950s, tried to
restore the knowledge of‘good life and good society” by criticizing relativism.
The latter started to challenge utilitarianism by arguing for the concept of
justice from the 1970s. Both conceived a political philosophy as normative
theory that is based on liberalism.

At the same time in France, however, there was another movement of
“recovery of the political philosophy.” We can trace it back to an intellectual
group that came together on a journal, Textures (1968-1975). Indeed, in the
issue “Du politique (On the political)” (1971), which declared to “lay the
foundation of a new political philosophy,” Claude Lefort and Marcel Gauchet
cowrote a long and esoteric, but very ambitious, article “Sur la democratie: le
politique et ['institution du social (On democracy: the political and the institution
of the social ).

In the article, Lefort and Gauchet argue that we should note the significance
of “original division,” ie. desire to dominate and not to be dominated. According
to them, these two opposite desires separate us and, at the same time, link us.
Furthermore, it is only by this division that a society comes into being. They
call it “the social,” which has never existed a priori. According to them, “the
social” can be conceived as a movement in itself. In other words, “the social”
only exists as long as it is possible for people’s various conflicts to take place.
They think that only democracy makes it possible. In this regard, one could say
that their concept of democracy is “institution of the social.”

From this point of view, Lefort and Gauchet criticize two grand and classical
theories. First, they think that Marxism crystalized in totalitarianism is nothing

but determinism, and therefore, it denied and destroyed “original division” to
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call for a classless society. Second, they question the philosophy of “social
contract” emphasizing the origin of community. According to them, it supposes
an existence of “before” and “after” of community, L.e. “natural state” and “social
state,” by which “original division” of the people is covered.

In short, Lefort and Gauchet think that democracy must be based on “the
social,” i.e. various conflicts among people. If “the social” disappears, i.e. if people
regard their society as harmonious or one that has no conflict, they argue,
democracy disappears.

The article concludes with the remark that the French version of “the
restoration of political philosophy” since the 1970s should not be considered as
that of normative theory or liberalism. The article sheds light on another task
of the new political philosophy of French thinkers Lefort and Gauchet, who
reflected “the political” to stay in sight of “the social,” not only from the

perspective of politics but also from that of political philosophy.
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