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Preface 

 
 
The present volume has its origins in a colloquium that took place on the occasion 
of the awarding of the Bielefeld Scientific Award 2016 to Pierre Rosanvallon at 
the Center for Interdisciplinary Research, Bielefeld. As the papers from this con-
ference and the intense debates with the author that followed during the collo-
quium proved once again, Rosanvallon situates his research beyond the usual dis-
tinctions between scientific disciplines. His reflections on urgent political chal-
lenges like the consequences of inequality on the conditions of democratic self-
government or recent tendencies within western democracy to transfer decision-
making authority from parliaments to governments draw upon and contribute to a 
wide variety of disciplines including political science, history, sociology, econom-
ics as well as philosophy and the humanities.  
 The colloquium assembled a group of experts in modern political thought, 
having already widely published in the field and being particularly interested in 
Rosanvallon, it gave birth to the idea of publishing such a volume. And because 
the genius loci of the Center for Interdisciplinary Research underpinned once more 
the interdisciplinary character of Rosanvallon’s political thought, it quickly be-
came clear that the volume had to highlight this important dimension present 
throughout Rosanvallon’s writings. We would like to thank the participants of the 
colloquium who have contributed to this book and those who have contributed 
chapters to its final version. We would like to extend our thanks to Pierre Rosan-
vallon for publishing the lecture he gave in the context of the Bielefeld science 
award to this volume. Finally, we are very grateful to the rectorate of Bielefeld 
University for the financial and organizational support which made this publica-
tion possible. We also thank the Center for Interdisciplinary Research at Bielefeld 
for hosting the colloquium in honor of Pierre Rosanvallon in November 2016. 

 
Oliver Flügel-Martinsen, Franziska Martinsen, Stephen W. Sawyer, 

Daniel Schulz





 

 

1 Introduction 

 
Stephen W. Sawyer, Oliver Flügel-Martinsen, Franziska Martinsen, 
Daniel Schulz 
 
 
In 2015, Pierre Rosanvallon published Le Bon gouvernement (English edition 
2018), bringing an end to his tetralogy on the contemporary transformations of 
modern democracy (2006b; 2008b; 2011b; 2015). With this volume, he not only 
concluded the series of books that had occupied the better part of almost two dec-
ades of research, lecturing and writing at the Collège de France, he also unavoid-
ably, shed new light on his previous work. The key idea behind this final volume 
– that a contemporary democracy must surpass a simple electoral authorization 
through a reinvention of public confidence and reappropriation – provided an im-
portant contribution to his project to articulate the foundation of a democratic the-
ory of government (2015). This last installment therefore captured an essential 
ambition that has animated Rosanvallon’s work for more than three decades: the 
interconnection between historical analysis and a robust conceptual terminology 
to inform a theoretical approach to democracy. 

Since the publication of the first book of the tetralogy, La contre-démocratie. 
La politique à l’age de la defiance (2006b) [English edition, Counter Democracy: 
Politics in an Age of Distrust (2008)], Rosanvallon’s work has drawn increasingly 
widespread attention. Nonetheless, no major edited volume in English dedicated 
to his work has yet to appear. As a result, in spite of the growing interest in Ro-
sanvallon’s intellectual production, scholars and curious readers have had surpris-
ingly few resources for making sense of his democratic conceptualization and his 
historico-theoretical method. Indeed, the shape of reception of Rosanvallon has 
unfortunately been subject to only partial and fragmentary commentaries on his 
previous works.  

Among the most common modes of reception prior to the tetralogy, especially 
in the Anglophone world, was a reading of his books through the narrow lens of a 
history of French liberalism. This reception was largely the product of specific 
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readings of his book on the French liberal thinker and statesman of the nineteenth 
century, François Guizot (Le Moment Guizot 1985), which, while playing a key 
role in stirring new interest in this figure, was also read by some as an apology of 
early nineteenth-century French liberal doctrinaires. The reception of Rosanvallon 
as a historian of French liberalism received a new impulse with the first translation 
of his work into English in Mark Lilla and Thomas Pavel’s New French Thought 
in 2000. Lilla had opened this book series in 1994 with a tone of liberal triumphal-
ism, summarizing the history of French political thought, and French political his-
tory more generally, since the Revolution under the sign of a deep-seated anti-
liberalism. According to him, however, with the help of Raymond Aron, this trend 
began to finally crumble in the 1970s when a new interest for liberalism emerged 
in France. The French, he argued, finally contributed to a conversation that had 
been largely the preserve of Anglo-Americans. A number of Rosanvallon’s col-
leagues from France, especially those at the Raymond Aron Studies Center, found 
their first audiences in the US through the New French Thought project, including, 
Marcel Gauchet and Pierre Manent. And though Rosanvallon was absent from the 
first collective volume of this project as was the other great influence on the work 
of Rosanvallon, Claude Lefort, Rosanvallon was translated later in the book series 
with an English version of The New Social Question (2000b). Thus even if Rosan-
vallon was not part of the seraglio of this project, many of his close colleagues 
were (Sawyer/Stewart 2016). 

The reading of Rosanvallon as a historian of liberalism could be found in the 
reception of his works as late as the translation of his Le Modèle politique français 
(2004) into English [The Demands of Liberty (2007)]. While the beginning of the 
book explicitly states its intent to explore a new history of democracy, numerous 
book reviews continued to understand Rosanvallon’s major ambition to be a his-
tory of liberalism. Cheryl Welch, for example, proposed that Rosanvallon’s book 
offered a way to understand the French inclination to criticize liberalism. “French 
public opinion is strikingly negative towards the discourse of globalization, iden-
tifying it with liberalism run amuck…Pierre Rosanvallon helps us to understand 
this evasive impulse.” As a result, while she recognized that democracy was an 
important theme within the book, she argued: “Compelling to those who want to 
use historical work to clarify the possibilities of a more inclusive liberalism, these 
claims [for a history of democracy] nevertheless remain elusive and difficult to 
unpack.” She concluded by bringing the book back to the common tension in 
Franco-American historiographical exchanges on the issue of liberalism, remind-
ing potential readers of “the gulf between Anglophone and Francophone sensibil-
ities around the discourse of liberty.” This break was characterized by what she 
referred to as “Rosanvallon’s determined avoidance of the ‘L’ word.” The fact that 
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Rosanvallon did not use the word liberalism – though extensively employed the 
word democracy – meant in her eyes then that the book was “yet more evidence 
of the French penchant for a reformism that dares not speak its name: liberalism 
by stealth.” (Welch 2009) In the same vein, the review on the network of French 
historians H-France by James Smith Allen announced that the contribution of Ro-
sanvallon’s book resided mostly in what he has to say about “the struggle between 
liberalism and republicanism ... since the Revolution and [that] is not yet finished.” 
So, according to him, Rosanvallon “contends that the republican-liberal dichot-
omy in the history of modern French politics is simplistic and misleading.” (Allen 
2007) And the conclusion of the review joins Welch: “The author is correct, I 
think, to call for comparative study on the model of a liberal Jacobinism despite 
itself.” Andrew Jainchill’s review was more attentive to the democratic questions 
in the book, explicitly recognizing Rosanvallon’s main arguments about democ-
racy. But, he also concludes that there is at the same time “an important sense in 
which the Demands of Liberty [...] also reaffirms the very narrative of French il-
liberalism that Rosanvallon expressly seeks to challenge.” (Jainchill 2009) The 
review of Philip Nord avoided the question of democracy, focusing more on the 
question of civil society seen through a liberal prism of a certain Tocqueville that 
he emphasizes with a reference to Putnam when he concludes: “It may well be 
asked: who is today ‘bowling alone’? And the answer to the question, but the cit-
izens of the United States, that once-celebrated homeland of associational activ-
ism.” (Nord 2008) 

All this is not to say that Rosanvallon has not been interested in liberalism or 
that the issues raised in these reviews were unfair. Rosanvallon has explored many 
of the key authors in the liberal canon, and some elements of his work are certainly 
compatible with a broader interest in liberalism that began in the 1970s in France. 
It does however highlight the overly dominant role that liberalism has taken in 
many of the English reviews of his work, at the expense of the democratic, espe-
cially in the reception of the earlier phases of Rosanvallon’s work. Rarely, one 
might suggest, has the displayed motivation of the work and the horizon of recep-
tion gone in such different directions. Samuel Moyn and Andrew Jainchill offered 
an ambitious and fruitful second interpretive framework for Rosanvallon’s work 
when they published a landmark article in English on Rosanvallon in the Journal 
of Modern History in 2004. Here, they explicitly attempted to pull Rosanvallon 
out of the shadows of liberalism and toward the field of anti-totalitarian thought. 
At the heart of Rosanvallon’s work, as Moyn would argue forcefully once again 
in the introduction to his edited volume of Rosanvallon’s writings in 2006, was an 
engagement with a historical exploration of political history and theory from the 
perspective of the anti-totalitarianism that had played such an important role in the 
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French political theory of the mid-1970s and early 1980s. As wide-ranging and 
influential as this article was, however, it did privilege the relationship between 
Rosanvallon and one of his mentors François Furet. “No book has affected the 
study of modern French history in the last twenty-five years more than Francois 
Furet’s Interpreting the French Revolution,” Jainchill and Moyn argued. “This 
paper interprets the intellectual career of Pierre Rosanvallon as an attempt to test 
the flexibility of Furet’s paradigm for the understanding of French history and its 
amenability to new ends.” 

Insisting on this connection to Furet had two consequences, however. First, it 
situated Rosanvallon largely as a scholar of French history. While this is certainly 
not incorrect, such a rendering tended to imply that the wide range of activities – 
from syndicalism to direct involvement with the Second Left under Rocard and 
his connections with the Finance Minister and later President of the European 
Commission, Jacques Delors (much of which they discussed in their well-re-
searched essay) – seemed to lead ineluctably toward his ultimate interest in the 
history of nineteenth-century French democracy. Second, such a reading of Ro-
sanvallon in the context of Furet’s later writings – in particular his Passing of an 
Illusion –, his position within the Committee on Social Thought at the University 
of Chicago where Allan Bloom was leading a kind of conservative intellectual 
crusade, and Furet’s own conscious liberal political positioning did little to as-
suage a sense that those who had worked closely with him, like Rosanvallon, were 
also liberal. Thus even as the ambition of Moyn and Jainchill’s article, as well as 
Moyn’s introductory essay to the Rosanvallon reader, attempted to send readers 
in the direction of anti-totalitarianism, the fact that one of the first major articles 
on Rosanvallon introduced him first and foremost as the disciple of Furet, did little 
to challenge Rosanvallon’s association as a French historian of liberalism.  

The completion of this most recent cycle of Rosanvallon’s work however 
clearly places Rosanvallon far beyond the fields of liberalism and modern French 
history. The balance has plainly shifted toward a historically-informed political 
theory, offering a radical new conceptual vocabulary for thinking the democratic. 
It may therefore be helpful in this new moment to provide a brief look back at 
Rosanvallon’s work to present, especially since only a small portion of Rosanval-
lon’s considerable oeuvre (he has published more than 25 monographs to date) 
has been translated into English and, as a result, important aspects of his work as 
well as a collective volume in the English language on its different aspects and its 
interdisciplinary character have until now remained unavailable. Indeed, outside 
The New Social Question, which appeared in Mark Lilla and Thomas Pavel’s New 
French Thought series at Princeton University Press in 2000, the serial translation 
into English of Rosanvallon’s work only began with his entry into the Collège de 
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France with the publication of The Demands of Liberty: Civil Society in France 
since the Revolution in 2007. Since then, the four major works of his tetralogy: 
Counter-Democracy: Politics in an Age of Distrust (2008), Democratic Legiti-
macy: Impartiality, Reflexivity, Proximity (2011), The Society of Equals (2013) 
and Good Government: Democracy Beyond Elections (2018) have all appeared in 
English. While the English translation of these works has provided an important 
entry point into Rosanvallon’s larger oeuvre for Anglophone readers, the focus on 
his later investigations has also raised the stakes of the present volume. As a num-
ber of the chapters in this collection explicitly demonstrate, Rosanvallon’s work 
in his Collège de France years (2001-2018) drew directly from the topics and sub-
jects he had been developing since the mid-1970s, which in many cases were only 
partially related to the French history of liberalism. Alongside the tetralogy, then, 
it is possible to establish five other thematic projects. 

First, between 1976 and 1981, Rosanvallon published three books: L’Âge de 
l’autogestion (1976), Le Capitalisme utopique. Histoire de l’idée de marché 
(1979), and La Crise de l’État-providence (1981). Without imposing an artificial 
synthesis on these works, one may note that they shared three broad themes: an 
ambition to bridge the gap between scientific or academic works and civic engage-
ment for a wider public audience; an attempt to shift the terrain, especially on the 
left, from an overwhelming focus on economic struggle toward the importance of 
the political (note that the initial subtitle of L’Age de l’autogestion was “la poli-
tique au poste de commandement”); and, at the same time, an interest in pushing 
beyond a tradition of statism – or a “state-centered” society [social-étatisme] – to 
favor instead a reevaluation of the potential development of civil society. These 
three books, along with his co-authored volume (with Patrick Viveret), Pour une 
nouvelle culture politique, which appeared in 1977, cemented Rosanvallon’s po-
sition as a public intellectual. It must be mentioned that his La Nouvelle Question 
Sociale. Repenser l’État-providence, which he published in 1995, was to serve as 
a companion volume to La Crise de l’État-providence published almost 14 years 
earlier, highlighting a key trait of Rosanvallon’s work: his theoretical and histori-
cal vision of a given project often spreads across entire decades. 

With the publication of Le Moment Guizot in 1985, Rosanvallon opened a sec-
ond set of reflections, which continued with the publication of La Monarchie im-
possible. Histoire des Chartes de 1814 et 1830 almost ten years later in 1994. 
Rosanvallon maintained an interest in confronting contemporary political and so-
cial problems in these two volumes, his work also took a more academic historical 
turn. It was in between these two sets of works that he entered the École des Hautes 
Études en Sciences Sociales in 1983. With these two volumes, Rosanvallon’s 
work did indeed focus more specifically on the singularity of French liberalism, 
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exploring the broader set of political and social questions that emerged in the post-
revolutionary period between Napoleon and the 1848 Revolution. While these 
works clearly concentrated on French history, and even the specificities of the 
French political tradition, they also explored a series of themes that have become 
central within the fields of political history, political theory and social theory. 
Among the most important themes covered in Rosanvallon’s exploration of liber-
alism was an attempt to uncover novel ways of conceiving of the relationship be-
tween the state and civil society. Far from looking to find answers for the present 
in early nineteenth-century French liberalism, Rosanvallon’s account attempted to 
open up new possibilities within the fraught state-civil society relationship by re-
vealing the variety of post-revolutionary conceptions and thereby denaturalizing 
those in the present. 

These two works also confirm Rosanvallon’s particular tendency to pursue the 
continuity in his research over long periods of time. Like the twin works on French 
liberalism, Rosanvallon inaugurated a third major project when he published the 
first book in another, two-volume investigation that also spread across 15 years 
with his L’État en France de 1789 à nos jours (1990). The second volume, Le 
Modèle politique français (2006) showed its relationship to the first through its 
subtitle Civil Society in France since the Revolution. Continuing his larger set of 
investigations on the state-society relationship, these two books remain Rosanval-
lon’s chronologically sequential broadest historical works as they cover the entire 
period of modern France from the late eighteenth century to the last decades of the 
twentieth. While the latter was translated soon after publication, the former re-
mains unavailable in English, highlighting one of the challenges of situating Ro-
sanvallon’s recent works within his larger research program without a broader un-
derstanding of his oeuvre. While the structure and style of the two works remain 
distinct, rarely has a theoretically-minded political historian provided such an in-
depth account of the civil society and state traditions within a specific national 
context across 200 years. 

In spite of the ambition and scope of these previous works, Rosanvallon’s most 
important research project in this earlier period is no doubt the fourth project: his 
trilogy on French democracy across the long nineteenth century (from the Revo-
lutionary period to the decades leading up to and surrounding World War I) in-
cluding Le sacre du citoyen. Histoire du suffrage universel en France (1992); Le 
peuple introuvable. Histoire de la représentation démocratique en France (1998); 
and La démocratie inachevée. Histoire de la souveraineté du peuple en France 
(2000a). These books highlight Rosanvallon’s theoretical and historical ambition 
by illustrating the method he had been elaborating since the mid 1980s in his “Pour 
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une histoire conceptuelle du politique (note de travail)” which appeared in the Re-
vue de synthèse in 1986. Focusing respectively on three key “concepts” of the 
political – citizenship, representation, and sovereignty – these books are the 
strongest illustration of Rosanvallon’s recurrent statement that it is insufficient to 
understand democracy from a historical perspective because democracy is a his-
tory. He offers at once a genealogy of these three concepts, which remain at the 
heart of so much work in political theory, while at the same time situating them 
within the development of revolutionary and post-revolutionary democracy in 
France (with occasional references to the US and the UK). One of the important 
contributions of the present volume is the way a number of authors return to this 
trilogy to find resources for thinking through Rosanvallon’s historical and theo-
retical contributions.  

Since the trilogy, and alongside the tetralogy, Rosanvallon’s fifth project may 
be captured in his wide range of editorial activities. The importance of some of 
these endeavors is highlighted in the chapters that follow. This aspect of his intel-
lectual engagement goes back to the early 1970s when he edited the journal of the 
CFDT union, CFDT-Aujourd’hui and later starting in 1975 co-edited the journal 
Faire with Patrick Viveret. His first book series came in 1971 when he edited the 
collection “Objectifs” for the Éditions du Cerf – it is worth noting that this series 
was already designed to provide easily accessible books for a large politically en-
gaged audience. Rosanvallon was involved in many other editorial projects over 
the years, but it is worth mentioning his most ambitious recent projects including 
the Books and Ideas (La vie des idées) website, the Republic of ideas (La Ré-
publique des idées) book series, the Life Stories (Raconter la vie) book series 
which has become the Raconter le travail project and his book series at the Seuil, 
Books of the New World (Les livres du nouveau monde). All of these projects tes-
tify once again to the interdisciplinary nature of Rosanvallon’s investigations. 
These series include authors from almost every field from creative fiction writing 
to geography to philosophy to economics (the French edition of economist 
Thomas Piketty’s best-selling Le Capital au XXe siècle appeared in the Books of 
the New World series). They also stand as a testament to Rosanvallon’s consistent 
efforts to break down barriers between the high towers of academia and varying 
modes of public action. 

It is our sense that the set of questions that has emerged out of the tetralogy 
and these five projects have focused on four major themes: first, an analysis of the 
structural aporias of political modernity; second, the role of indetermination in 
modern democracy; third, the ways in which the political forms out of society 
working upon itself, especially in modern democracy; and fourth, a methodology 
focused on both historical and conceptual definitions of the political. The ways 
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Rosanvallon has integrated these themes and questions into his work pushes far 
beyond the limits of this introduction. But for the purposes of providing an intro-
duction to this volume and its ambition to provide a first synthetic and interdisci-
plinary exploration of his work in English, it is possible to observe that Rosanval-
lon has structured his work on the history and theory of the democracy by elabo-
rating the conceptual aporias that he argues underpin self-government. Second, 
these structural aporias, can never be resolved, revealing a fundamental uncer-
tainty or indetermination at the heart of the modern political. It is because of this 
unremitting indetermination, or modern society’s inability ever to be entirely con-
sonant with itself, that society is constantly working on itself. Furthermore, it is 
out of this ceaseless operation that the symbolic imaginaries emerge which give 
meaning to social action understood in all of its diversity. Finally, it is precisely 
because of this constant generation of an interpretive social framework that a 
method is required that is both historically grounded – accounts for change over 
time – and conceptual to reveal the structural similarities across distinct historical 
experiences of democracy and its pathologies. 

Given the completion of the tetralogy, this is an opportune time to attempt an 
initial retrospective study of Rosanvallon’s work. With its emphasis on democ-
racy, interdisciplinarity and political theory, the present volume consciously at-
tempts to take stock of this new moment in the reception of Rosanvallon as his 
political thought increasingly stands among the most insightful in current debates 
in democratic and political theory. It includes two essays which were previously 
published in French and/or German. The other chapters, including Rosanvallon’s 
essay were written for this book.  

Rosanvallon’s lecture, which inaugurates the volume, represents a condensed 
outline of his reflection on the fate of contemporary democracy. As the following 
contributions also show, this text reveals Rosanvallon’s interest in thinking out-
side the borders of academic disciplines. Neither the label “history” nor the label 
“political science” nor “political theory” sufficiently situate the particular perspec-
tive pursued in this piece. It is rather a classical example of how Rosanvallon’s 
situates political theoretical interrogations alongside a historical and sociological 
mode of investigation, thus reflecting at a conceptual level on the historical gene-
alogy of our political order, and trying to grasp the problem of the political in a 
world where democracy has become the most important contested concept in our 
political vocabulary.  

Here, Rosanvallon lays out two of democracy’s structuring antinomies: the 
problematic representation of the people and the uncertainty of the forms of pop-
ular sovereignty. The first antinomy has produced a series of attempts to determine 
the fundamental subject of democracy between its two forms, the social and the 
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symbolic. The second is the ongoing challenge to translate democratic legitimacy 
into an institutional setting that mirrors the expectations of self-legislation and 
autonomy under the sign of popular sovereignty. Both aspects have been discussed 
at length in Rosanvallon’s historical studies and are resumed here to show in 
which sense the ultimate goal of an investigation of the political may grasp the 
“structure of this indetermination” (Rosanvallon 2019: 32). The existence of this 
inner void is the reason why democracy regularly produces a variety of patholo-
gies that are not exterior to the democratic experience but a part of its own history. 
This is why according to Rosanvallon’s political theory of democracy must be 
capable of including the deceptions linked to democratic expectations. In sum-
ming up his reflection, democracy is thus “the regime that must ceaselessly inter-
rogate itself as to its definition” (ibid: 35), reaffirming his conclusion that democ-
racy not only has a history, but more importantly is a history. The task of exploring 
the democratic political is thus to reconstruct the unfolding of that history and to 
reflect upon its antinomies and blind spots. At a time when it has become clearer 
than ever that the narrative of democracy is much more than just a linear story of 
successes, this openness to the ambivalences and the different paths of democracy 
are the reason why the interdisciplinary investigations of Rosanvallon provide im-
portant insights into our contemporary condition. 

Paula Diehl focuses on the increasingly pressing topic of populism in contem-
porary democracies and goes back to the concept of political representation, which 
is at the core of Rosanvallon’s work. Diehl shows why representation in a democ-
racy can never be described as having come to a successful finish, but rather as 
something that is in a permanently flowing process. This process contains ruptures 
and flaws, which are highlighted by Rosanvallon and which contribute to a better 
understanding of the populist phenomenon.  

Oliver Flügel-Martinsen and Franziska Martinsen expound the framework in 
which Rosanvallon’s work is best to be considered as a genuine interdisciplinary 
attempt to reflect upon the political with regard to its complex methodological 
approach and especially with regard to its participation-oriented access to demo-
cratic practice. They hold that Rosanvallon’s intrinsic research interest lies in the 
critical pervasion of crucial political and social topics rather than in elaborating 
academic methodologies to describe these political and social phenomena. 

Michel Dormal highlights the way Rosanvallon conceives political thought in 
a historical perspective in showing the differences to the Cambridge School as 
well as to Reinhart Koselleck and his history of concepts. Both approaches have 
had a deep influence on Rosanvallon’s work, nonetheless he has developed his 
own position in writing the history of the political. It is thus the relation to the 
present that makes his approach valuable for political theory because he is adding 
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historical depth of field to the democratic aporias by reconstructing their geneal-
ogy. 

Wim Weymans revisits the central concept of Rosanvallon’s work in political 
theory, by exploring his original and capacious definition of “democracy.” Re-
vealing how democracy pushes far beyond the confines of a legal, institutional, or 
organizational framework, Weymans explores Rosanvallon’s understanding of 
democracy as a social form and the wide variety of forms it has taken historically. 
He therefore disagrees with claims that Rosanvallon’s conception of the demo-
cratic is insufficiently critical, while at the same time offering a diagnosis for such 
misinterpretations: Rosanvallon’s conception of democracy may be, paradoxi-
cally, too broad and not broad enough. 

Greg Conti explores the political and philosophical challenge of the role of the 
press in Rosanvallon’s treatment of two nineteenth-century conceptions of gov-
ernance: François Guizot and Napoleon III’s caesarism. Conti highlights the 
pathological nature of both of these conceptions, showing how, in Rosanvallon’s 
view, neither adequately conceptualize the relationship between a free press and a 
democracy. At the same time, according to Conti, there is an asymmetry in Ro-
sanvallon’s critique in that he ultimately finds the Bonapartist conception partic-
ularly dangerous. Conti concludes by drawing lessons from these two conceptions 
for providing a more precise account of the place of the free press in modern dem-
ocratic systems. 

Alain Chatriot focuses specifically on Rosanvallon’s research and civic en-
gagement during his almost two-decade tenure at the Collège de France. Chatriot 
explicitly attempts to draw out the connections between Rosanvallon’s earlier 
work, in particular the trilogy on French democracy and his histories of the state 
and civil society, to highlight the broader thematic and methodological continui-
ties across his oeuvre. Within this analysis he also emphasizes the interdisciplinary 
variety and historical range of Rosanvallon’s seminars within the Collège de 
France and introduces the broad outlines of his editorial activities of the past two 
decades. 

In his contribution Daniel Schulz contextualizes Rosanvallon within the crisis 
of French republicanism, interpretating his approach as a liberalization of the re-
publican paradigm. At the same time, he argues, Rosanvallon maintains central 
aspects of republican thought, notably in showing why a democracy cannot be 
understood without constant reference to its own historical narrative. A theory of 
democracy according to Rosanvallon is thus irreducible neither to a pure func-
tional analysis nor to a normative justification of principles. It is rather a medium 
where the positive and the negative experiences of democratic practices are kept 
present, are interpreted and transformed. 
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Felix Heidenreich focuses on the concept of counter-democracy. After a com-
parative reconstruction of counter-democracy, which is as distinguished from the 
alternative concept of monitory democracy proposed by Keane as it is different 
from the “romanticism of being against,” Heidenreich comes to a critical conclu-
sion. On the one hand, Rosanvallon’s model is offering multiple inspirations to 
conceptualize contemporary democracy in a complex way. On the other hand 
however, he could have given more space to the role of parties in modern democ-
racies, since political parties have always represented a counter-democratic aspect.  

Anna Hollendung discusses the recent focus on the question of good govern-
ment. Her chapter deals with Rosanvallon’s attempt to theorize a specific form of 
democratic government. Starting from his analysis of the “presidentialization of 
democracies,” she demonstrates how his theory of counter-democracy is best un-
derstood as supplying a supplement, and not a substitution of democratic institu-
tions as some critics may fear. In her line of interpretation, Rosanvallon is there-
fore delivering empirical evidence of the transformation of democracy and at the 
same time proposing an agenda of reform that, while it may not fulfil all of its 
promises, makes new forms of democracy visible. 

In his article, Samuel Moyn points toward an obstacle in the reception of Ro-
sanvallon in the Anglophone world. The American discourse on French Theory 
has long been dominated by the demand of radical chic, whereas Rosanvallon’s 
theory of democracy hardly fits into such narrow schemes. Running against the 
usual expectations towards theoretical productions from French origins, Moyn 
shows how Rosanvallon was only hesitantly received in the US. At the same time, 
Rosanvallon’s combination of liberal and republican arguments might have nu-
merous possibilities of connecting to American discussions of problems of democ-
racy, thus enlarging the range of perspectives and examples commonly discussed 
in the Anglophone discourse of political theory.  

The book concludes with Stephen Sawyer’s essay. Sawyer takes Rosanval-
lon’s principal methodological statements on a conceptual or philosophical history 
of the political as his point of departure to trace a subtle but important shift in his 
oeuvre. While Rosanvallon placed the political at the heart of his intellectual pro-
ject since the mid 1980s, building on the work of Claude Lefort, he also underlined 
the proximity between the political and secularized religious concepts, and their 
emergence within exceptional moments of political life. Rosanvallon’s diagnosis 
in the mid-2000s that the crisis of contemporary democracy was driven by a gen-
eralized disenchantment therefore obliged him to consider the conditions for a re-
symbolization of contemporary political life. Sawyer shows that this resymboliza-
tion in Rosanvallon’s later work – both within his editorial project Raconter la vie 
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and his tetralogy – largely took place through a shift from a focus on the excep-
tional toward a renewed investment in the pragmatic and the everyday. 

Together these chapters offer one of the first attempts in English to collect a 
plurality of voices and approaches on Pierre Rosanvallon’s work. It is our ambi-
tion that they be precisely that: an opening statement in a long and engaged dis-
cussion with his oeuvre and the past, present and future of the democratic. 
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