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1). ENJOY THE SILENCE 
 
I want to reflect on the degree to which the relative neglect of parties in the political 
imagination of critical human geography might be a symptom of a broader closure 
around what shows up as properly political in this field. Critical human geography has 
a movement-centric view of politics, closely associated with a privileging of activist 
imaginations when it comes to understanding political processes. The models of 
politics favoured define their own significance by the distance they take from the 
most obvious and immediate understandings of politics available to us – in turn, there 
is an imperative to look for politics elsewhere. While critical human geography has 
given a great deal of attention to the role of intermediary actors in mobilising and 
effecting political change – to movements, protests, advocacy organisations, NGOs 
and charities – the role of parties is, as Murray Low (2007) has argued in relation to 
urban studies, peculiarly under-acknowledged.  
 
I want to gesture at four issues that thinking about the absence of parties in the 
political imagination of geographical research has made me think might deserve more 
attention:  
 

1. how political change is conceptualised. 
2. the degree to which the styles of political theory most favoured by 

geographers might be constitutively blind not just to parties but to ‘real-
worlds’ of partisanship, agonism, and conflict more broadly.  

3. the degree to which accepted contrasts between the agents of mainstream 
politics and the agents of politics at the margins might not quite stand up to 
scrutiny. 

4. the degree to which it might not be possible to understand how movement-
based politics works without taking more notice of the weird dynamics of 
party politics, and election campaigns, voting practices and the like.  

 
 
2. WHO’S AFRAID OF THE POLITICAL? 
 
Geography has become more and more sophisticated in its engagement with political 
theory. As a specific genre tied to the exegesis of a textual canon, political theory has 
a tendency to construct a priori understandings of what forms proper politics should 
take. These understandings often reflect the contexts and concerns of particular places 
or constituencies. For example, American political theory from the 1970s onwards has 
been shaped by a concern with declining levels of participation in elections, political 
party membership, and civic associations – in turn developing sophisticated normative 
models of what forms of participation citizens should be involved in. More broadly, a 
great deal of political theory is shaped by a sense of disillusion with the worlds of 
parties and elections. This sense of disillusion is behind the imperative to look for 
signs of political hope in places not ordinarily thought of as political. In particular, the 
radical political imagination is shaped by a double disaffection with parties: by a very 
broadly shared suspicion of liberal democratic models of parties and electoral 
representation as at least irredeemably reformist, as corrupt and corrupting, as 
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divisive, and as petty and instrumental; but also by a specifically post-Leninist 
rejection of ‘The Party’, and of the image of politics associated with of the vanguard 
party. 
This double disaffection, and especially the latter aspect of it, is an important subtext 
shaping political theories of ‘the political’ that have been influential recently in 
human geography, urban studies, cultural studies and related fields. The diagnosis of 
the contemporary period as tending towards a ‘post-political’ condition has become a 
benchmark for critical debate in geography, in discussions of climate change and 
urban politics and social policy. The diagnosis of ‘post-political’ is, it should be said, 
sometimes rather ambivalent about just what is missing from the contemporary scene. 
On the one hand, sometimes, we live in a post-political age characterised by a 
moralization of politics, by excessive consensualism, by a lack of fundamental 
conflict – a condition for which the decline of models of class cleavage and clear-cut 
party representation is taken as indicative. On the other hand, sometimes, it seems that 
the way in which you can spot the post-political is by finding decisions or issues 
which are protected from excessive consultation or popular participation, which are 
prone to capture technocratic expertise, which are excessively managerialist, which 
are conducted behind closed doors. In this sense, the post-political shows up against 
the back-drop of an unthematized norm of democratic inclusion that seems somewhat 
at odds with the normative investments behind the first sense of what the political 
should be all about   
 
The discourse of the ‘post-political’ has a kind of Brechtian tenor to it – when ones 
finds that the world does not conform to one’s conceptual expectations, then it allows 
you to announce that it is the world that is at fault; hold fast to one’s preconceptions 
about what politics should be, where it is manifested, who are its subjects, what issues 
it condenses around; do not hesitate to invoke this or that passing incident, best 
defined as an ‘event’, to confirm the fugitive quality of the genuinely political.  
 
Of course, there is a strong affinity between this style of political ontology and the 
conventions of theory formation in critical human geography and related spatial 
disciplines. Both fields put a premium on demonstrating the possibility of change as a 
benchmark of critical evaluation. 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. Ontologies of ‘the political’ therefore 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 processes of constitution, of 
transformation, of foundation – and genuine critical activity always involves the 
exposure of contingency, the elaboration of uncertainty, or the affirmation of 
creativity.  
 
Both fields 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 style of political theory is that of blindness-and-insight, whether 
inflected by a vocabulary of constitutive outsides, constitutive lacks, suturings, 
partitions of the sensible –an extruded or marginalised term is always identified as the 
point around which systems are closed and secured, and around which they might in 
turn be pried open and made anew. 
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The point here is that creativity in politics is always associated with fleeting, rare 
events – with revolutions, with foundations, with acts of re-constitution – and “not 
with “normal” politics” (Rosenblum 2008, 7). In turn, this means that there is a 
particular image of political change at work – one in which political change is 
understood in terms of a kind of ‘punctuated equilibrium’ – where moments of 
dramatic, wholesale transformation of whole fields interrupt periods of durbable, 
predictable, routine politics (Fligstein and McAdam 2012, 84).   
 
This sort of temporal imagination is one reason why it is so difficult to give proper 
weight to the place of parties in political processes. So here we have a first issue: 
where should we locate political creativity? And why is that ‘normal’ politics is not 
considered either a source of creativity. And why is that this mode of political conflict 
is not considered sufficiently political? 
 

 
3). WHO KNOWS ABOUT POLITICS?  
 
The styles of political theory most favoured in geography – a kind of generalised 
‘agonistics’ – seems unwilling to extend the status of genuinely ‘political’ to the sort 
of partisanship and conflict exemplified by party politics. This is partly because it 
doesn’t fit a specific model of change, related in turn to a view that institutions 
‘contain’ or ‘fix’ more fundamental dynamics of change and flux and indeterminacy. 
 
But it is not just geography that has problems with parties. This is a feature of those 
disciplines specialising in the formal analysis of ‘political’ processes. On the one 
hand, empirically based political science [a world disdained by much critical social 
science] is where you will find lots of work on various aspects of party politics: 
underwritten by a taken for granted normative assumption that political parties are 
central to the proper functioning of liberal, representative democracy. [an 
understanding reflected in democracy promotion programmes, and international 
support for party formations in ‘3rd wave’ democratization]. On the other hand, if 
political science tends to assume that democracy is ‘unthinkable without parties’, then 
a great deal of democratic theory is written “as if democracy could and should do 
without parties and partisanship” (Rosenblum 2008, 3). In short, the divide between 
empirical and normative approaches to the study of political processes is reflected in 
different approaches to the analysis of the place of parties in democratic politics – on 
both sides, there is a lack of reflection on what parties actually do and how they do it 
(van Biezen and Saward 2008).  
 
Sticking to the world of political theory, it is true that across a broad range of political 
theory, from deliberative democracy to radical democracy, from associational models 
to accounts of the post-political, parties are looked up with considerable suspicion. 
This is reflected in the search for organisational forms that might serve the interests of 
inclusion, representation, or equality more effectively: mini-publics, autonomous 
spaces, deliberative polls, citizen juries, ‘civil society’, advocacy groups, social 
movements. While some of these approaches take their distance from party politics in 
the search for a transcendence of partisanship, others find the kind of partisanship 
represented by party politics to be of the wrong sort. Nancy Rosenblum goes so far as 
to suggest that antipartyism to parties is perhaps even constitutive of the canon of 
Western political theory. Ingrid van Biezen and Mike Saward likewise suggest there 
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are deep-rooted conceptual reasons why parties, and the form of partisanship for 
which they stand, are looked at so dimly by this canon. As part of wider empirical 
turn in at least some strands of political theory that tends often to be resolutely 
deductive, these authors identify at least three reasons why parties are not accorded 
either empirical or normative equality with other political actors in political theory:  
 

1. First, a pervasive distrust of intermediary actors as potentially usurping the 
authentic voice of citizens or the people – and a long-standing preference for 
images of unmediated encounters between self-possessed citizens striving for 
unity and the collective will – a ‘logocentric’ conception of authentic politics 
that haunts various traditions, from theories of deliberative democracy to 
revivified anarchist styles of spontaneous protest and autonomous 
organisation. 
 

2.  Related to this, a tendency to think of parties as performing a ‘merely 
representative’ function, for good or mainly for ill – and thereby as sources of 
corruption, clientalism, of divisiveness for its own sake. Just what sort of work 
of representation is involved in party-based political mobilisation tends to be 
assumed rather than investigated.  

 
3. And related to both of these, it should be acknowledged that canonical styles 

of political theory tend to present politics in terms of micro-macro dialectics – 
focussing on stylized relationships between citizens and states, citizens and the 
collective will. Political theory might be constitutively individualistic in its 
conceptions of the dilemmas of politics, not least when it is concerned with 
elaborating what we might call ‘superorganic’ conceptions of collective 
action. A focus on meso-level institutions – on elections, or parties, indeed, on 
social movements or practices of policy making or policy failure – is not a 
strong feature of this style of thinking. Political theory, in short, might suffer 
from a drastically under-socialised view of how politics actually works.    

 
 
4. MAKING CLAIMS   
 
The modern political party is, of course, one exemplary case for the analysis of the 
iron law of oligarchy – it is this feature, of hierarchy and authority, which is looked 
upon with such great suspicion (although the suspicion might betray a tendency to 
assume that democracy is a feature of individual organisations rather than a feature of 
whole fields). And of course, those features of the political party that are thought most 
‘undemocratic’ might actually be features of more general ‘laws’ of collective action. 
 
If political parties are always already assumed to be usurpers of political authenticity 
and democratic energy, then social movements are often thought of as vehicles of 
political virtue, in principle if not always in practice. Theories of radical democracy, 
for example, tend to see the role of social movements as primarily contestatory, 
standing outside the arena of formalized political competition and policy-making, 
working instead to mobilize communities, re-frame issues, and re-shape cultural and 
political identities. In this interpretation, social movements are made to carry the 
burden of extending the dimensions of what counts as ‘the political’ – they are the 
very embodiment of agonistic, contestatory political energy. This interpretation of 



	   6	  

social movements as primarily agents of cultural politics tends to under-estimate the 
extent to which social movements are embedded in the routines of formal politics as 
well. So, for example, one lesson of resource mobilization approaches to social 
movements is that, just like political parties, social movement organizations tend to be 
bureacratized and hierarchical, They are also inevitably involved in a politics of 
representation, negotiating relationships between activists and wider constituencies 
and memberships. And nor do social movements operate only outside the established 
channels of political influence. The lesson of political process approaches is that 
social movements engage in various forms of interaction and engagement with 
powerful societal actors.  
 
In fact, once you begin to think about it, political parties and social movements seem 
to bear all sorts of resemblances to one another. Perhaps one fundamental issue that 
emerges from this sense of contrast and similarity is a distinction between thinking of 
politics in terms of the exercise of power or in terms of influencing power. It is not a 
clear-cut distinction, rather a handy analytical distinction; and the point of making it 
here is that it doesn’t actually allow one to clearly distinguish parties from social 
movements at all, but rather leads one to see them as combining various political 
‘functions’ in different ways. If there are various ways in which social movements are 
like parties, then this shouldn’t necessarily be a surprise – one reason academics often 
give for the rise of ‘the movement society’ is that the decline of political parties is, in 
one way or another, causally related to the proliferation of non-party based styles of 
mobilisation and participation. Whichever direction of causality is posited – whether 
the rise of movements and NGOs and so on is filling a gap left by the decline of 
parties, or whether the decline of parties is due to the proliferation of alternative 
mediums for mobilisation (see Whiteley (2011) for a more nuanced treatment) – the 
literature of these issues presumes that at least some of the functions ‘traditionally’ 
performed by parties (and trade unions and churches) can be also performed by 
movements and NGOs – functions as diverse as providing opportunities for 
participation, vehicles for the formation of political identities, mediums for agenda 
setting, and of course, for representing interests (e.g. Norris 2002).  This sense of the 
substitutability of the functions of parties and movements evident for example in 
accounts of the rise of ‘counter-democracy’ by Pierre Rosanvallon (2008) or 
‘monitorial democracy’ by John Keane: in both cases, functions of oversight of the 
exercise of power classically ascribed to party-based liberal democratic institutions – 
is now located as the role played by an array of organisations.  
 
My point is not to suggest that parties are much the same as advocacy organisations, 
or movements, interest groups, or NGOs. But it is to suggest that the straightforward 
allocation of political virtue either side of a clear cut division between parties, 
elections, governing on the one side, and movements, activism, and protest on the 
other might not best explain what is going on in political fields. And, one might even 
be led to give some credence to the argument of Nancy Rosenblum (2008, 7) that 
parties are in fact creative political institutions – that  “Parties create, not just reflect, 
political interests and opinions. They formulate “issues” and give them political 
relevance. Party antagonism “stages the battle”; parties create a system of conflict and 
draw the lines of division”. What Rosenblum is getting at there is the sense that the 
virtues most often ascribed to non-party forms of organisation and action – agonism, 
creativity, framing issues, shaping conflicts, mobilising, deliberating – all of these are 
functions that parties and party systems perform in distinctive ways.  
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Unlike Rosenblum, I don’t have a particular case to make to defend or redeem parties. 
I just think it might be a good idea to be realistic in our approach to the analysis and 
understanding of political processes (cf. Geuss 2008). And I think this means thinking 
about what it is that might connect parties, movements, NGOs, interest groups beyond 
the listing of specific functions they might share. At a more abstract level, there might 
be an interesting shared frame for understanding politics in terms of practices of 
claims-making that connects these different actors, and which points towards a 
principle for thinking of the fields of action in which politics gets done.  
 
Claims-making is the pivotal idea in a whole paradigm of social science analysis of 
contentious politics, defined as “interactions in which actors make claims bearing on 
someone else’s interests”, and wherein a social movements is defined as “a sustained 
campaign of claim making” (Tilly and Tarrow 2007). But the idea of thinking of 
politics as claim-making has also become central to the rethinking of the work of 
representation undertaken by political parties. In Mike Saward’s reconstruction of the 
concept of political representation, parties are identified as just one amongst a host of 
actors who make claims and counter-claims. In his ‘representative claim’ framework, 
representation is re-theorised as a process of claim-making, and in turn this process is 
no longer limited to the work of parties and electoral competition. But, importantly, it 
is an approach that throws fresh light on just what political parties do, and how their 
claims of representation might be reconfigured (Saward 2008).  
 
The point about this shared focus on practices of claims-making is that it helps draw 
into focus the degree to which social movement mobilisation and activism are 
inevitably linked with the practices of representative democracy, state capacities, 
policy making and implementation. It suggests, in short, the need for a style of 
analysis that is more attentive to the fields through which different actors interact 
with one another – rather than maintaining a spatial imagination of centres and 
margins, mainstream and radical that implies that some political actors are the 
autonomous bearers of democratic virtue or radical energy. 
 
 
5. FIELDS OF POLITICAL ACTION 
 
All I am really suggesting is that geographers might take note of the argument 
recently developed by Doug McAdam and Sidney Tarrow (2012), two of the leading 
theorists of contentious politics mentioned above, that most research on movements, 
activism and contention neglects the causal relationship between electoral politics and 
movement dynamics. This neglect of the role of parties and electoral politics in 
shaping the fields in which contentious politics is, then, also a feature of the most 
influential paradigms of social movement theory. McAdam and Tarrow (2010) lay out 
an agenda for analysing movement/party and movement/election relationships, and 
identify various ways in which movement dynamics are shaped by and help to shape 
party and electoral processes:  

 
1. Movements join electoral coalitions or, in extreme cases, turn into parties 

themselves.  

2. Movements engage in proactive electoral mobilization.  
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3. Movements engage in reactive electoral mobilization.  

4. Movements polarize political parties internally.  

5. Shifts in electoral regimes have a long-term impact  on mobilization and 
demobilization.  

The important point to emphasis is that this sort of work suggests thinking of politics 
action in terms of various strategic action fields (Fligstein and McAdam 2012) in 
which actors seek to influence and engage with each other in various ways (rather, 
that is, than by reference to a master-frame of domination and resistance).  
 
And while geographers researching social movements have become quite effective in 
theorising both the complex, entangled spatialities of their favoured forms of 
contentious movement politics (Nicholls et al 2013), and electoral geographers 
equally adept at outlining the nuanced geographies of electoral campaigning and party 
mobilisation, it remains the case that the relational fields in which these two sets of 
geographical processes interact has been subjected to surprisingly little analytical 
attention.  
 
 
6. AVOIDING SENTIMENTALITY 
 
I want to close by echoing a point from Murray Low’s argument about the neglect of 
parties in urban studies, to the effect that “the question of what political agents you 
ought to focus on in not best answered by selecting political agents with whom one 
feels a normative affinity”. Howard Becker warned, long ago, in an affirmation of the 
inevitably partial commitments that shape social research, that acknowledging ‘whose 
side one was on’ always runs the risk of falling into sentimentality, by avoiding those 
topics or issues that might challenge the certainties upon which political sympathies 
often depend. The neglect of parties and elections in the political imagination of 
critical social science might well be an effect of exactly this sort of sentimentality – a 
reflection of a closure of imagination that enables settled understandings of what 
counts as proper, progressive or radical politics to be reproduced. 
 
The absence of party politics as anything other than a stereotype against which to 
measure one’s distance is a symptom of various settled commitments:  
 

-‐ it reflects preferred models of proper politics, and of the tasks of critical 
analysis in supporting such politics, models sustained by styles of political 
theory that might well be systematically averse to acknowledging how party-
based politics works 

-‐ it reflects a view of politics in which power is exercised by clear-sighted elites 
following policy scripts laid down by hegemonic neoliberalism 

-‐ it reflects a systematic suspicion of practices of representation in political life, 
and by extension unacknowledged commitments to values of unity and 
authenticity that persist even beneath loud assertions of one’s commitment to 
agonistic, contestatory understandings of ‘the political’   
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-‐ and it reflects a well-established image of how political change can and should 
take place, one structured around a particular spatialisation of openness and 
closure, fixity and mobility, settlement and disruption.  

 
Max Weber (1948, 194) once described parties as being distinguished from other 
collective social forms by the fact that they “live in the house of power”. With this in 
mind, one might be tempted to suggest that the empirical and normative aversion to 
considering party-based politics as worthy of attention is a reflection of a reluctance 
to think about politics as having to do with the responsible exercise of power – a 
reluctance, in short, to think about politics politically.   
 
One might think that any adequate account of political processes should give some 
attention to actors and institutions that make up a considerable part of the 
contemporary political field:  

-‐ We live in a world in which debates about the place of parties in democratic 
politics have proliferated in contexts of non-Western democratization, in the 
wake of international programmes of democracy promotion and party support, 
as well as in situations where movements have been more or less rapidly 
transformed into parties of government.  

-‐ We live in an historical period in which engagement with electoral forms of 
politics shaped by party systems is more widespread than ever. 

-‐ We live in a world in which varieties of representative democracy are far from 
‘uniformly deficient’ – and in which it might be best not to project the 
context-specific disillusions of academics and activists alike onto popular 
understandings of the limits and potentials of such systems (Seekings 2013, 
Bertrand et al 2007, Low et al 2007, Spencer 2007).  

-‐ And we live in a world above all in which parties, electoral systems, and 
voting are the most ordinary examples of everyday agonism and political 
conflict, as well, perhaps, as the most consequential.  

It remains a puzzle quite why the ordinarily contentious aspect of party-based politics 
does not show up as properly political in favoured paradigms of critical analysis; and 
it is a serious empirical limitation of such approaches that they seem unable to 
acknowledge the degree to which this ordinary field of political action shapes those 
forms of political contention in which so much radical hope is invested.  

My concern is not to defend parties. It is just to suggest that any account that 
presumes to know that we already know all we need to know about the significance of 
parties, elections and voting – might not be terribly smart. Rather than look for more 
and more refined understandings of the significance of the political, we should 
perhaps satisfy ourselves with the ordinary senses of what politics is about – it’s the 
name given to a range of overlapping practices which have, for example, something to 
with the activity of addressing problems of living together in a shared world of 
plurality and difference; or, its about who gets what, where, how and why; it has to do 
with conflict, rule, contestation, decision, enmity, interests; and compromise, 
bargaining, deal-making, agreement, reconciliation, and, sometimes, consensus. It has 
to do with the unequal distribution of scarce material resources and non-material 
benefits. It has to do with scheming, calculating, expediency.  
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These are common enough usages, though not exhaustive. One or more of these 
usages are at work when we use the adjective ‘political’ to describe some activity, 
behaviour, or situation – it’s a mistake, of course, to assume that the attribution of 
‘political’ refers to a singular quality that an activity has, at its core. Saying something 
is ‘political’ no more implies the existence of an ontological substance which you 
should call ‘The Political’ than describing someone’s actions as having unconscious 
motivations requires you to suppose the existence of anything like ‘The 
Unconscious’. Thinking of politics as ordinary might lead us away from supposing 
that there is a particular form that politics has that is proper and which would allow 
other forms to be characterised as post-political. And it would also help to remind us 
that there is more to life than politics – and that quite a lot of politics is oriented to 
expanding the scope of life that is, in certain senses, de-politicized.  
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