
Clive Barnett, University of Exeter: Remarks on Does democracy need the city? 

 

Conversations on Power and Space in the City Workshop No. 5, ‘Spaces of 

Democracy’, 19th May 2015, Bartlett School, UCL.  

 

1). Introduction 

 

Recent political events such as the uprisings associated with the Arab Spring in 2011, 

protest activism from Spain to Greece to Turkey, and the proliferation of Occupy 

activism in cities across the world, have all served as the occasions for rehearsing 

arguments about the importance of ‘the city’ as an important crucible for radical 

democratic expression.  

 

What is notable about the exemplars that recur in such discussions is the degree to 

which they take place in cities without limiting their political demands to urban 

issues, narrowly conceived, or only addressing urban-scale institutions as the objects 

of those demands. 

 

I want to suggest that ‘the urban’ can be creatively conceptualised as playing multiple 

roles in configuring democratic politics. I want to suggest, more specfiically, that 

urban processes might be more important to shaping the dynamics of contemporary 

democratic politics than is often acknowledged, but that ‘The City’ is not necessarily 

the key stake or site for such politics.     
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2). Political/Spaces 
 

Fields such as radical geography, critical human geography, critical urban studies, all 

tend to share in a movement-centric view of politics, one closely associated with a 

privileging of activist imaginations when it comes to understanding political 

processes. The models of politics favoured in these fields define their own 

significance by the distance they take from the most obvious and immediate 

understandings of politics available to us.   

 

In turn, the most forceful discussions of democracy in these spatial disciplines have 

cleaved to a canon of post-Marxist thought. The styles of political theory most 

favoured as reference points by spatial theorists tend to belong to a broad tradition of 

what we might call a generalised ‘agonistics’.  

 

Agonistic approaches tend to conflate the meaning of democracy with a quite specific 

understanding of ‘the political’. As a result they tend to define democracy in a rather 

one-sided way, reserving genuinely democratic energies for the contestation and 

disruption of identities and hegemonies and settled formations.  

 

There is a strong affinity between traditions of spatial theory and those styles of 

political theory that favour more or less ontological determinations of the meaning of 

‘the political’ as distinct from ‘mere’ politics.  

 

In spatial theory, there has been an imperative to develop alternative spatial 

ontologies which trump flat, bounded, static concepts of space with relational, 

produced, assembled, more bendy, more wobbly images of space.  
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Ontologies of ‘the political’ provide important ballast for the political inflection given 

to spatial theory over the last four decades, in so far as they sustain the idea that 

genuine political energy always involves inaugural moments of transformation – and 

that genuine critical activity always involves the exposure of contingency, the 

elaboration of uncertainty, or the affirmation of creativity.  

 

Both fields therefore sustain a distinctive spatialization of the political imagination, in 

which genuine political energy is always to be found off-centre, at the margins.  

 

The master metaphor of this shared style of theory is that of blindness-and-insight, 

whether inflected by a vocabulary of constitutive outsides, hegemonic closures, 

suturings, or partitions of the sensible – an extruded or marginalised term is always 

identified as the point around which systems of power are temporarily closed and 

secured, and around which they might in turn be pried open and made anew. 

 

The blindness-and-insight frame in turn bolsters a well-established image of how 

political change can and should take place, an image structured around a simplistic 

spatialisation of openness and closure, fixity and mobility, settlement and disruption. 

 

This way of thinking about the spatialities of politics therefore depends upon a 

unexamined imagination of time: political time is imagined to consist of a kind of 

‘punctuated equilibrium’, where moments of dramatic, wholesale transformation of 

entire fields of action interrupt periods of durable and predictable routine. 
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It is this temporal imagination that underwrites the privilege accorded by critical 

spatial theory to specific dimensions of urban space as the primal scenes of 

authentically ‘political’ political action: spaces of demonstration and spaces of 

assembly and spaces of confrontation.  
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3). Decomposing urban politics 

 

There is a recurring tendency to condemn existing manifestations of democracy as 

illusory – the representative dimensions of democracy are often condemned in these 

terms as pale imitations of more preferable participatory practices; elections are often 

condemned as a mockery of genuinely democratic ideals. This rhetoric of democracy 

as illusion is indicative of a series of distinctive features of democracy as a concept: a 

certain sort of perfectionism is built into the concept in theory and practice; it is an 

unavoidably normative concept; and it is a concept that is internally complex.  

 

With this in view, we might start the task of thinking of ‘democracy’ geographically 

by returning to the idea that is an essentially contested concept – a concept that 

internally combines more than one value, a concept whose meaning always arises in 

situations of evaluation, and a concept that accrues new dimensions through 

application in novel contexts.  

 

These values and dimensions may include, for example, participation, accountability, 

efficiency, legitimacy, and representation; practices that all have their own distinctive 

shapes.  

 

If we follow this lead, then rather than presuming that we know in advance the 

identity of those urban spaces in which democratic politics will occasionally show up, 

we might start instead by asking ‘What do cities have to do with the democracy?’ 
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Of course, definitions of the city or ‘the urban’ are also prone to a degree of variety 

(although these are not, I think, ‘essentially contested concepts’ in the strong sense 

mentioned above). Urban theorists have often worried about the difficulty of isolating 

a single, epistemologically coherent or ontologically stable object of analysis. But 

perhaps we should just make a virtue out of the fact that different intellectual 

traditions focus upon different understandings of the urban:  

- Some traditions think of the city primarily as an arena of capital accumulation and 

social reproduction;  

- Sometimes the idea of the city stands as a model for the public sphere, or the 

privileged figure for a self-governing political community;  

- And sometimes the city is used as shorthand for a notion of jurisdictional scale, as a 

distinct location for government or as a field of governance.  

 

Each of these traditions picks out some important aspect of urban processes that might 

well be important to thinking about the relationship between space and democratic 

politics.  

 

We might notice that these three dimensions of ‘the urban’ resemble three dimensions 

of democratic opinion and will-formation – a causal dimension of being drawn into a 

community of shared fate; a cultural dimension of recognising common interests 

through mediums of anonymous public communication; and a dimension of effective 

agency, of being able to act in concert.   

 

Splicing this pluralism of approaches to urban politics together with a multi-

dimensional sense of democracy open up a series of questions for further inquiry:  
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What role do urban processes, if any, play in generating issues of public concern that 

democratic politics is called upon to address?  

What role do urban practices play, if any, in configuring the constituencies and 

interests and parties through whom democratic politics is articulated?  

What role, if any, do urban institutions play in the effective enactment of democratic 

decision-making?  

 

In short, the response to the question ‘What do cities have to do with democracy?’ is 

“It depends”. A critical theory of democracy would find its place in the analysis of 

how this contingency is practically enacted. It would be a form of analysis that 

inquired into the ways in which democratic energies sometimes emerge in urban 

spaces, sometimes are articulated by urban actors, sometimes around urbanized 

issues, and sometimes through urbanized mediums. It would be a form of analysis 

able to develop an appreciation of urban politics that escapes the intellectual, 

imaginary and disciplinary confines of ‘the city’.  

 

 

 

 


