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 [O]ne can never compel anyone  
to agree with one’s judgments 

[…] one can only ‚woo‘ or ‚court‘  
the agreement of everyone else. 

Hannah Arendt, Lectures on Kant's Political 
Philosophy. U. Chicago Press 1992, p. 72. 
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POLITICAL 
RATIONALITY 
‘EXPRESS’ AND THE 
REPRODUCTION OF 
MANICHAEISMS. 

In an era  characterized  by post-hegemonic, transideological 
and alarmist claims,  many  necessary  debates about key 

concepts such as democracy, citizenship and  human rights 
have  ceased to advance from  mediatic and anti-political 
language to a flexible and receptive language that focuses 
on  constructive and integrative proposals for change. 
Dysfunctional governments cannot be explained by the 
dissolution of relational and representational practices  that 
navigate between  institutional and instituted imaginary, 
between politics and society. Neither  can  the contradictory 
character of authoritarianisms, totalitarianisms and populisms 
be apprehended through schematic categories. The 
sociopolitical incidence of a process institutionalizes 
knowledge, naturalizes behaviors, ensures a ‘genetic brand’ 
that does not have much to do with rigid nomenclatures, but 
rather with expressions that cross causalities, imaginary, 
mentality and social representations.
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At the same time, it is common that  presumed  ‘certainties’ 
frame debates in society, culture and academia towards an 
irregular arena that carries its own rules. These  ‘frames of 
thought’ are often summarized with immediacy, satire and 
censorship in order to terminate certain appreciations and 
political affections. They are devised and employed selectively, 
to the detriment of greater contrast and often to obfuscate  the 
very problems they aspire to attack, since the cacophony of 
their formulas wears out their very claims. To avoid these 
Manichean bends, we need  to both  evade thinking of the 
totalitarian question exclusively as concentrationist, exploitative 
and repressive; of populism as anti-elitist, emotional and 
mobilizing; and of the analogy between ‘isms’ as concentrated 
in the common meme  of the distribution and production of a 
milking cow (“Give a socialist a cow, and…; Give a capitalist a 
cow, and…”)  - a popular joke has become sadly famous on 
social networks to advance  equally virtual  political positions. 
Within the logic of Manicheanism, phrases like “Those who 
have suffered from socialism are grateful even for the mistakes 
of capitalism” are syndromes of the reproduction of a sterile 
space for public discussion.

The systematic replacement of autonomous speech and action 
by the reproductive maintenance of an artificial world, insists 
Hannah Arendt, is an argument “against the essentials of 
politics” and amounts to “the abolition of the public 
domain” (1968, p. 59). [buscar fuente en inglés] The more we 
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conceive of our arguments in publicly-given terms, the more we 
end up banishing ourselves from the polis, from the personal-
political that we want to expose so much. Even when ideology 
no longer refers to devices of meaning, as in the sixties or 
seventies, in this sense it is still effective as a constraint to 
autonomous thought and action: No new reality, social fact or 
behavior escapes the political logic in which such “militant 
citizenship” has to position itself in order to highlight its 
privileges. Therefore, the largest consequence of the former 
has been the extension of a ‘passive’ character that determines 
its existence while waiting and fulfilling the norms set forth by 
political power.  Passively delineated citizenship, in organicity 
with the elite’s allegations, uncritical and celebratory of the 
duties that determine its status, becomes the ‚agent’ of an 
‘activism’ that refers exclusively to its membership in a given 
political context or State (Bobes, 2007). Hannah Arendt warns 
of the tremendous danger of reproducing this dynamic of 
political communication, whether in normative totalitarian 
systems, right-wing populist contexts, and even within a 
relatively diverse democratic culture. She explains that it is an 
understandable human desire to identify oneself within a world 
resigned to ruler / ruled relationships. The unpredictability of the 
political scene generates anxiety, whereas opting for a 
paternalistic leadership that combines benevolence, power, and 
absolute wisdom –in the omniscient sense–, allays the fears of 
modern man (2004, pp. 427-454).
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Arendt's anticipated fear has resulted, to a great extent, in a re-
articulation of the public space in contemporary societies with 
emphasis on phenomena such as alienation, atomization and 
social anomia. These tendencies are accelerated by political-
discursive ruptures, of which the most significant example is 
undoubtedly the rise of personalists, populists and authoritarian 
governments, as Bobes has in part mentioned.  The anxiety to 1

achieve an ‘express’ differentiation, combining elements of 
political identity with elements of comfort appears to be enough 
in order to ‘participate’ in political debates. This comfortable, 
ensconced space is re-created by the subject’s self-referential 
exercises, based on ambivalent schemes: the more the subject 
is pressured to define/ differentiate himself, the more binary are 
the codes to which he appeals, delegitimizing meanwhile any 
meridian or non-Manichean alternative. In the political culture of 
the contemporary voter there are few half-measures, but many 
polarizations and antagonisms, opportunely recycled by a 
political class that, ironically, does not always result to be the 
one Manichean voters aim to benefit: if in the peculiar Cuban-
American worldview someone speaks out against President 
Trump, this will often be branded as “Castro-communist”; while 
any acidification of the discourse towards Havana will be used 
by the Cuban regime as a political justification for domestic 
regulatory stagnation and administrative deficiencies.

 See also Armando Chaguaceda & Luis Duno-Gottberg (Coords). La 1

derecha como autoritarismo en el siglo XXI. Buenos Aires: Cadal; 
México: Centro de Estudios Constitucionales Iberoamericanos AC; 
Houston, Texas: Rice University, 2020.

6



This unbalanced sensus communis also occurs in a broad 
academic postulation which reveals similar substrates. An 
intelligentsia that, demarcating itself from a social-darwinist 
right, chooses an uncompromising defense of the populist left, 
and in this display of affection obviates other shades and 
failures of the systems it evokes (Chaguaceda 2020, pp. 
63-64). In the censure to using and experimenting with the term 
totalitarianism, we find the same Manichaeism that Bourdieu in 
Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, 
designates as a network of opposites, a matrix of common 
places. Enzo Traverso, for example, even takes the risk of 
clarifying, in the first paragraph of the very first page of his long 
study on the totalitarian debate, that Cuba can have many 
categories (repressive, authoritarian, anti-democratic) but 
“nothing comparable with the concentration system of Russian 
Stalinism or Chinese Maoism” (2016, p.3). Once it has been 
clarified that “the ghost of totalitarianism” only inhabits these 
distant labels and that for that reason it is agitated as political 
propaganda by reactionary sectors from Miami, the author 
proceeds to the inventory of nationalized civil society and to the 
celebration of the nationalist values taken for “sovereigns”, all 
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in the comfort of an ex post reading of History . At the same 2

time, from an illiberal and critical perspective on social thought, 
ideograms and factors such as the insertion of biopolitical 
parameters, criticism of scientific objectivisms and hostility to 
the claims of a heterogeneous citizenry are seen, at best, as 
necessary or excusable systemic failures.

Why does the European academy bless itself with the gigantic 
project of deciphering German ethnic mythology, but sighs 
when confronted with the Caribbean experience of the New 
Man? Despite being neither continental nor imperial, the latter 
managed to build a citizenship with state-centric values, to 
import an ideological paradigm alien to the national experience 
and to reinvent its own tradition, with a dominant effect on the 
social body. And having arrived at the socialist monument, why 
do those who survived it, and recognize it as a failed 
experiment, ignore similar readings of biological and social 
conditioning that take place in their immediate immigrant 
environments when dealing, for example, with refugee 
movements? The Manichean order, although transideological, 
cannot be decontextualized. Its principles are also a resource 

 Another example is the disparate criteria in which, for left-wing 2

populism in Venezuela, interventionism, militarism and imperialism are 
uniquely situated in the confrontation against the United States. 
However, when a similar relationship must be stablished with ‘allied’ 
regimes, this assessment is opposed and Cuba, Russia and China 
become “the last bastion for peace and sovereignty of the people”.
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for biopolitical debate when they position 'correct' vs 'incorrect' 
Weltanschaaungen in terms of civil rights.

Founded on this militant and reproductivist model of citizenship, 
the Manichean order appeals to extreme nationalist terms 
(creating domestic and external ‘enemies of the nation’, 
invoking present or future greatness, etc.). For Arendt there is 
no greater mutilation of freedom than the concept of 
sovereignty linked to these appeals. Her On revolution is partly 
formed in the relevance of this distinction. Wherever 
sovereignty is enunciated, nationalist codes have to be 
managed by a supreme political authority, who/which acts as 
codifier and code gatekeeper. If formulated in this way, the 
“general will” results incompatible with freedom of opinion, and 
we should not confuse public opinion, governed by Manichean 
patterns, with opinions in the plural. In Arendt’s point of view, 
there is no greater danger for civic autonomy than this order of 
things, which does not refer to an attack against all humanity, 
but to the reproduction of daily public trials; which does not 
suffocate the political by means of repression, but rather 
intervenes in it to the extreme of dominating all articulation, 
discussion and exchange in the public sphere.

In this regard, Ernesto Laclau (2005) compares everyday, 
mundane and administrative politics with those exceptional 
moments of populist rupture, which he (mis-)understands as 
strategic politics. He argues that the division of society into two 
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antagonistic camps is necessary to put an end to exclusive 
institutional systems and to forge an alternative order. By giving 
normative priority to populist disruption, Laclau embraces the 
myths of political change sine qua non for the revision of all 
existing institutions. A dream of total discontinuity with a given 
order, where reformist improvements are discarded in favor of 
major normative eschatological constructions. We find 
ourselves, then, facing a terrain of non-reconciliation, where 
alternative arguments tend to be considered “half measures” 
and political scams “alternative facts”. These formulae continue 
to be reproduced in what Laclau heralds as “equivalential 
chains”: Topical applications of Manichean duality in terms of 
the nation (sovereignty- dependency), ideology (left-right), 
economics (socialism-capitalism), morality (solidarity-egoism) 
and globality (south-north). These have been applied up to the 
point that any pluralist practice is neutralized and ends up 
playing the game of authoritarian tendencies, from each side of 
the political spectrum.

Within the different spheres of human action (individual, social 
or collective), the intensifying of these stereotypes serves 
directly to stigmatize the social imaginary on general issues, 
thus hindering the unfolding of deliberative politics on these 
issues and questioning the universality of some human rights 
over others, all while, incidentally, routinely violating those of 
third parties. Issues such as transnational justice, bilateral 
policies, the universalization of human rights, unequal 
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environmental impact, and the political-legal recognition of 
minorities demand universal points of view that shall not harm, 
however, the plurality of scenarios and actors involved. 
Dangerous as it seems, the reductionist algebra has come to 
involve reasons of sanitary security in key scenarios. Who, for 
example, would have foreseen in December 2019 that a few 
months later an international pandemic was going to be defined 
by conspiracy theories and linked to the 'resolution' of issues 
cut according to populist / personalist patterns?3

Both the public project of the nation and the relationship of the 
individual with it represent a complex and non-analytically 
contestable framework, confined in advance to a rigid 
interpretation of political theory; in many cases encapsulated in 
the accusatory political discourses that exploit it as 
demonization of the opposite. In the era of “post-truth” the 
obedient abandonment of democratic responsibilities, plying 
the freedom that they guarantee, has led to a process of 
political-cultural alienation very similar to the undemocratic 
political extreme from which they try to differ. Sheltered in the 
convenience of this polarization, the initial dichotomy and all 
the devices encapsulated in it continue to be mending, 

 On the decisive influence of leadership, personalism and political 3

charisma see Luciano Cavalli. Charisma: the extraordinary quality of the 
leader, Editorial Losada, Buenos Aires, 1999; Charles Lindholm. 
Charisma: analysis of the charismatic phenomenon and its relationship 
with human behavior and social changes, Editorial Gedisa, Barcelona, 
1997.
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reproducing the abyss discourse. The liquidation of the political 
material invoked by these categories represents a serious 
perjury. Above all, it inhibits the negotiation of the inheritance of 
these systems, from areas such as memory, mentalities, 
imaginaries, as well as a diverse dialogue with the political.

Given the emergence of scenarios with authoritarian, populist 
and personalist tendencies, as well as their militant and passive 
endorsements in amplified public spaces, it is difficult to 
imagine a pluralistic reconciliation that does not trivialize the 
difference between life realities, or a cooperative negotiation for 
the benefit of coherent and inter-related social actions. Beyond 
the exercise of electing representatives, political culture cannot 
be the exclusive patrimony of specialists and social scientists, 
but neither can it be defined by a positivist abandonment of 
stricto sensu. The recognition of singularity should be a 
condition for conceiving a pluralist public space, since political 
thought is in principle representative of those who think it. But 
this cannot unfold as social atomization, or as the militant 
reproduction of canonized axioms. On this purpose, Arendt 
explains representative political thought from an empathic 
sense which is potentially open to communication and free 
confrontation: “… the ability to see things not only from one's 
own point of view but in the perspective of all those who 
happen to be present; even that judgment may be one of the 
fundamental abilities of man as a political being insofar as it 
enables him to orient himself in the public realm, in the 

12



common world these are insights that are virtually as old as 
articulated political experience” (1968, p. 221).

To return to the initial argument, in an era  characterized  by 
post-hegemonic, transideological and alarmist claims, the 
debate on key concepts in politics must move beyond classical 
constructions to attend to hybrid terms. In particular it must 
prioritize a transdisciplinary taxonomy of the theology of these 
regimes, as the political scientist Carlos de la Torre has 
explained, referring specifically to Latin American populism. He 
sees it as the product of a sui generis mix of democratizing and 
inclusive promises, totalitarian aspirations and authoritarian 
practices (2016, pp. 121-139).

 

REFLECTIVE JUDGMENT VS. 
THE REPRODUCTION OF 
MANICHAEISMS 

From political philosophy, a way of understanding this sensus 
comunnis would come from the paradigm of reason and 
judgment, proposed initially by Kant. It explains a form of self-
referential normativity, a rhetorical logic, the postulation of a 
persuasive rationality rather than a demonstrative one, where 
the first is founded on canonized, universal assumptions. In his 
defense of “common sense” and “enlarged mentality” Arendt 
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disentangles all moral relativism and determinism to defend 
reflective judgment as an exercise in mental elasticity that 
implies training, humility and courage. In the face of unfolding 
political events, judgment requires to make the effort of 
avoiding the most comfortable solution. As with any muscle or 
practice, if not used this skill can become untaught or 
atrophied.

In times of hyperactivity and ‘express’ identification in 
exceedingly complex questions, positioning oneself with 
caution and without polarizations represents a difficult exercise 
of mental elasticity. It is not about uncritically adopting 
canonized and endlessly reproduced approaches as “common 
sense”, nor unilaterally adducing private interests. Instead, it is 
a question of using mental leeway to make evaluations within 
(and on) one's own identity, liberated from “subjective private 
conditions” but situated within the framework of a greater 
reality. Appreciating the facts singularly, avoiding common 
places, generalizations or precedents, is what Arendt calls 
“judging without criteria” (1986, p. 220). And with “criteria” the 
author refers to the deterministic formulas that we naturalize, 
although their suggestive force rests on fundamentals greater 
than ourselves (Ferrara, 2008, p. 40).

We are currently living a version of what Arendt rejects as a 
failed formula, in a context whose development urgently 
depends on thinking collectively and empathically, and which 
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has accelerated the transformation of political judgment into 
polarizing ‘common senses’. During the international COVID-19 
pandemic, U.S. president Donald Trump hinted that ingesting 
industrial disinfectant could work as a treatment against the 
v i r u s ( B B C , A p r i l 2 0 2 0 ) , a s w e l l a s d e f e n d i n g 
hydroxychloroquine as a preventive medicine for it. As a result, 
an uncritical group of voters echoed the president's unscientific 
positions (even going so far as voicing disbelief when Trump 
refused to treat his own COVID-19 illness with these means). 
At the same time, when the advances of the Russian vaccine 
Sputnik V were made public, the same voters protested the 
unreliability of the product and assured that they would not be 
vaccinated. With a similar behavior, those who strongly 
criticized President Trump's lapse have celebrated the Russian 
vaccine as the only one of its kind, ignoring the uncertainties 
that arose about its production and effectiveness. In those 
projections of “common sense(s)” a critical antagonism was 
served and reproduced. These haphazard convictions have 
now come to connect national health policies and “anti-
vaccination” positions with geopolitical criteria that somehow 
place the Russian vaccine news in a new “space race”, part of 
the Eurasian giant’s neo-colonizing interest and a regression of 
Western democracy, as if all this could be contained in 2ml of 
injectable solution.

Arendt believes that to resist the horrors of totalitarianism, one 
must regain confidence in politics itself, and for this reason she 
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insists on the need to clarify and renew the language within 
which we refer to it. All scrutiny and exploration of monoliths 
and simplifying Manichean or exclusive ideograms assist in 
shaking up an archaic debate where, in part, the legitimation of 
dysfunctional systems lies.
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GOVERNMENT AND 
POLITICAL ANALYSIS 
AC 
Government and Political Analysis AC is a Civil Society 
Organization (CSO) specialized in analysis, political advice and 
citizen training and advocacy. Its main alliances and field of 
action are located in Latin America. His lines of work focus on 
citizen training and strengthening civil society organizations; 
analysis, advice and government planning - with an emphasis 
on locals - and assistance and research on democracy and 
human rights issues. 
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