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This volume brings together several attempts to pinpoint politics in itself – 
in its consequences, its conditions and its failings; to follow the thread of 
politics in the realm of ideas, in law, in education, in social strife as well as 
in politics proper. Politics is visible and active not only in its official institu-
tions and on the political field, but in the implementation of law and order, 
in education, in the organization of the labour market as well as in the 
attempts to change the existing order, in social movements and in popular 
protest. 

In Jacques Rancière’s view on politics, it is not found in the political or-
der as such, in the business as usual for the political parties and the politi-
cians. Rather, it is when something challenges the established order and 
existing categories that politics, according to Rancière, takes place. Thus he 
is not primarily interested in the rights of citizens, but rather when those 
excluded from citizenship demand the rights of citizenship, the supernume-
rary subjects previously unrecognized.1 

This idea, i.e. that politics really occur when established and hitherto 
stable categories are found wanting, can be said to nestle in the concept of 
‘the other.’ The concept of the other is central to strands of philosophy as 
well as currents in the social sciences. It is the idea that the identity of indi-
viduals, of groups and of any demos is characterized by how the individ-
ual, the members of the group or of demos relates when it comes up 
against the other. And in Rancière’s case, the other, the supernumerary, 
demands inclusion, demands the rights of citizenship. As Sven-Eric Lied-
man points out in the keynote lecture transcribed in this volume, how we 
relate to the other is central to the idea of solidarity. It is basically solidar-
ity that Rancière’s supernumerary subject demands when approaching the 
established order, the citizens: that they see themselves in the other, see 
themselves in the supernumerary. 

Liedman writes that in the Latin language, there are two different words 
for the other, or two different kinds of others: alius and alter. 

The alter is on the same level as yourself, “of the same kind but still an-
other”, whereas the alius is totally different. In antiquity, Greeks and Ro-
mans saw each other as alter, whereas all other peoples were seen – and 
treated – as barbarians. In short, the alius is the one that you only talk 

                                                      
1 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics, Continuum, London, 2006, p. 51. 
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about or, if necessary, to, whereas you treat the alter as your equal, your 
peer.2 

Thus, when confronted with the established order, with those who already 
have the rights of citizens, the supernumerary can either be treated as alius 
or alter. In the first scenario, the supernumerary is not seen as fit to be 
included and is treated as the barbarians were in the Roman empire, as 
women were at the early ballots. As alius the supernumerary is found 
wanting and not treated with solidarity. In the latter scenario, a change 
instead occurs in the established order. The supernumerary is recognized as 
being “of the same kind but still another”, and in the inclusion, the catego-
ry of ‘citizen’ is changed when the new differences the alter brings with it 
are included as differences existing amongst citizens. This is the power of 
the supernumerary according to Rancière, its ability to destabilize catego-
ries by showing that it falls between existing categories. It is this status of 
falling between categories that Olympe de Gouges highlights when she in 
her Declaration of the Rights of Woman and the Female Citizen writes 
that:  

Woman has the right to go to the scaffold; she should equally have the right 
to go to the Assembly.3 

If seen as the same – alter – before the guillotine, women should not be 
seen as alius at the ballots. When women were finally seen as alter, when 
equal suffrage was stretched to include these supernumerary subjects, the 
category of citizens was changed to include differences of sex. 

Alius and alter are also of importance in the issue of human rights. The 
idea of universal values demands that the other is seen as alter, that we 
grant the same rights to the other as we grant ourselves. Human rights are 
codified in the United Nations’ resolution and encompass a lot of different 
rights. They are acknowledged by most nations in the world and expressed 
as universal. Universal rights are ascribed to all people; every human being 
has the right to freedom of religion, to have political meetings, to own, and 
to freedom of expression. It is sometimes argued that human rights are 
impossible to realize without a certain amount of social justice. Justice is 
mostly expressed in universal terms, justice for all human beings, for in-
stance in terms of certain utilities all humans need. We can add that some 
argue that this is impossible without certain universal values, or that it is 

                                                      
2 Sven-Eric Liedman, ‘Solidarity and Human Rights’ in this volume. 
3 Olympe de Gouges, quoted in Jacques Rancière, ‘Democracy, Republic, Represen-
tation’, Constellations, vol. 13, no. 3, 2006, p. 301. 
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impossible without democracy. Democracy is then a precondition for both 
rights and justice.  

To express rights, justice and values in universal terms can be considered 
as one stream in contemporary social science and philosophy, the universal 
stream. At the same time universalism is problematized as a tool for power 
from the North, or the rich countries, as a measure for all people in the 
world. But at the same time few deny the value of rights and justice even 
expressed in universal terms. Some researchers and philosophers try to 
formulate a new form of universalism, the true universal beyond the power 
of the North, including all people. But in order to do that we have to go to 
the other stream in contemporary thinking and research, the particular. 
The particular can be expressed in diversity or difference, in terms of dif-
ferent identities or communities.  

Identities are mostly expressed in terms of class, gender, ethnicity or 
race. The right to one’s own identity is often expressed in contradiction to 
the norm; the white, middle class, heterosexual man. It is supported by a 
concept of power, brought from Michel Foucault, saying that the central 
norm has the power in relation to the marginalized, the other. Minority 
groups mobilize themselves in order to express their demands and have 
their voice heard, be treated as alter rather than alius. The particular can 
even be expressed in terms of communities. 

One of the main problems when human rights and social justice are in-
vestigated or debated is the relation between the universal and the particu-
lar. How can we understand this relation? To enquire another way of talk-
ing about the universal than the Eurocentric includes grasping that the 
form of universalism anchored in the Enlightenment of Europe is just one 
province presenting what is expressed even in other parts of the world, one 
way of universalizing the particular. Thus attempts to formulate other 
forms of universalism start with a critique of the Eurocentric version of the 
universal. We cannot deny human rights but the best way to defend them is 
by a “persistent critique of what you cannot not want.”4 A broader way to 
do it is to “provincialize Europe”, to show how the evolutionary picture of 
Europe as the locomotive of history and other parts of the world “not 
there yet” is false. 5 

                                                      
4 ‘Interview with Gayatri Spivak’, in Globaliseringens kulturer. Den postkoloniala 
paradoxen, rasismen och det mångkulturella samhället [The globalization cultures. 
The postcolonial paradox, racism and the multicultural society], Catharina Eriks-
son, Maria Eriksson Baaz, Håkan Thörn (eds.), Nya Doxa, Nora, 1999. 
5 Dipesch Chacrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Histori-
cal difference, Princeton University Press, 2000. 
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In terms of knowledge this means a widening of the very understanding 
of knowledge “beyond Northern epistemologies.”6 The common word for 
the knowledge people have in their everyday life is indigenous knowledge. 
Acknowledgement of this knowledge includes a critique of the exploitation 
of it by Western companies, for instance in the medical field.7 This critique 
often leads to a negative picture of scientific knowledge, seen as a product 
of the Western culture and dominant in relation to other forms of know-
ledge. We can see, however, that a broader picture of knowledge is emerg-
ing in the Western tradition, including not just science, but practical forms 
of knowledge.8 The Aristotelian concept phronesis, to act in a wise way, 
for instance, has similarities with sabiduria in South America, and can be 
related to the African concept of ubuntu. One way to work for a wider 
understanding of the world is to relate different concepts to each other, 
and investigate the differences and similarities. 

Common words in the discussion of the universal and the particular are 
the right and the good. The right is mostly formulated as the universal 
while the good is the word for the particular. The right can be human 
rights but also the legal frame in a society, the law based upon the will of 
the people (demos), mostly within a nation. The good is what people indi-
vidually or in a community have decided, based on their values, or what is 
built in their habits and traditions. This can be described as difference be-
tween communities or identities (ethnos). A central stream in the discussion 
and research about democracy is actually the relation between the right 
and the good. 

The inclusion of the supernumerary must thus not be an assimilation of 
the other but a widening of the established, a widening of the universal to 
include the new particularities of the supernumerary. The universal must 
thus be inclusive enough for the particularities contained within, or in John 
Rawls’ words: 

                                                      
6 Boaventura de Sousa Santos (ed.), Another knowledge is possible: Beyond North-
ern Epistemologies, Verso, 2007. 
7 Catherine Odora Hoppers (ed.), Indigenous Knowledge and the Integration of 
Knowledge Systems, Towards a philosophy of articulation, New Africa Books, 
2007. 
8 Bernt Gustavsson, Kunskapsfilosofi. Tre kunskapsformer i historisk belysning 
[Philosophy of knowledge. Three forms of knowledge in a historical context], 
Wahlström & Widstrand, Stockholm, 2000. 
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A conception of political justice must contain within itself sufficient space, 
as it were, for ways of life that can gain devoted support. In a phrase: justice 
draws the limit, the good shows the point.9 

The volume 
The volume is divided in four parts, each dealing with different aspects of 
democratic politics. The first part, Demos and democracy, on a more ab-
stract level investigates some basic concepts related to the constitution of 
demos. Sven-Eric Liedman sets off with an exposé of the history of solidar-
ity and human rights followed by Bernt Gustavsson, who relates the con-
cepts of ubuntu and bildung to each other. Katarzyna Jezierska analyzes 
two visions of ‘the other’ in Chantal Mouffe’s and Jürgen Habermas’s po-
litical theories. 

 
The second part, entitled Politics proper, deals with the political field 

and its outlying lands. Zelal Bal studies and discusses the making of a Kur-
dish political community. Mats Öhlén compares the African Union to its 
European counterpart and derives differences in the two unions’ ability to 
promote democracy from their history and organizational structures. He-
nrik Nordvall analyses the movement for global justice and the phenome-
non of social forums in Sweden and Jan-Magnus Enelo-Jansson writes 
about differences and structures within the globalization movement, with 
social forums as an example. 

 
In the third part, Politics and the legal field, Meriam Chatty brings up 

the importance of the colonial heritage for EUropean citizenship. Jenny 
Zetterqvist highlights the problems of female refugees returning to their 
home countries and the challenges springing from the pluralistic legal con-
text. In their chapter Agneta Hugemark and Christine Roman discuss the 
social justice claims and the processes leading to the creation of the Equal 
Opportunities Ombudsman and the Ombudsman against Ethnic Discrimi-
nation. In the last chapter of this section Mona Samadi writes about the 
occurrences after the June 12th election 2009 in Iran and relates them to 
the constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

 
The fourth and final part is entitled Work and education. Kennert Orle-

nius discusses tolerance towards the extremist other in the examples from 
the Swedish school context. Anne-Marie Johansson investigates issues 

                                                      
9 John Rawls, ‘The Priority of Right and Ideas of the Good’, Philosophy and Public 
Affairs, vol. 17, no. 4, 1988, p. 252. 
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about human rights and social justice in relation to discrimination, ha-
rassment and bullying in the Swedish comprehensive school. Matilda Wik-
lund deals with constructions of the global citizen, in terms of “the new 
learner”, in the field of education for global citizenship and/or cosmopoli-
tanism. Gunnel Andersdotter discusses ways of promoting multiple voices 
in the development of ICT in relation to different backgrounds and identi-
ties. And, finally, Björn Horgby investigates democratic practices and the 
project of conscientiousness in Swedish trade unions in the 20th century. 

 




