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The political arena is an abstract tug-of-war between multiple 
lines of force. 

The consequence of this, in spatial terms, is a tapestry of 
interlocking, directional strands, interspersed with inconspicuous 
– but nonetheless important – scatterings of interstitial space. 
This highlights two primary concerns raised by Stengers in her 
Cosmopolitical Proposal. 

First, the multiple forces acting in any political or scientific arena 
are so preoccupied with justifying the existence of their own 
discipline or theoretical field that they remain oblivious to the 
moments at which their theories overlap, converge, intersect 
or collide with others. The reality of the scientific method in the 
production of “valid” data employed in the political arena is such 
that it both allows and “encourages everyone to manipulate 
the scales in the interest that each feels to be most legitimate, 
leaving the consequences to some sort of collective market 
decision”. 

The result is that, in attempting to retain the purity of a particular 
stream of scientific or theoretical reasoning, each strand is 
blinkered to the possibility of collusion with other disciplines. It 
is as though, in accepting the validity of another’s perspective, 
the theoretician will be undermining the validity of his or her own 
argument. And so each discipline remains segregated – despite 
Stenger’s assurance that “inseparability does not necessarily 
mean dependence”. 

Secondly, any political arena – although moulded largely by the 
assertive and directional pull from a multitude of theoretical fields 
– is also influenced by the presence of the interstitial space; 
that which chooses not to pull in a particular direction; the non-
action. And so, we are forced to examine the notion of the idiot.  

Although Stengers assures us that “politics should aim at 
allowing a “cosmos”, a “good common world” to exist”, she also 

encourages us, in doing this, to “slow down the construction of 
this common world, to create a space for hesitation regarding 
what it means to say “good””. After all, what is “good” for one 
may not be “good” for another. And even that which is “good” for 
the majority will still be susceptible to exceptions. 

But this concept is far from revolutionary. In matters of politics, 
absolute consensus is, and always has been, impossible. 

It is generally assumed, however, that all perspectives will be 
taken into account when a political decision is made. Inherent 
in this assumption is the inference that all perspectives will 
be heard when forming a judgement. Obviously, there are 
voices within particular socioeconomic echelons that will have 
comparatively greater sway in the processes of political decision-
making – but we still operate on the assumption that all voices 
will be represented in some manner. 

What, then, do we do about the idiot; the individual who has no 
desire to influence the decision-making process; no inclination 
to participate – and yet whose life will be altered in the course of 
a political judgement? As Stengers explains, “Political goodwill 
can so easily obliterate when no answer is given to the demand: 
“Express yourself, express your objections, your proposals, your 
contribution to the common world that we’re building””. 

It is in her acknowledgement of indifference that Stengers 
deviates from the norm of political theory.

How, then, can we proceed once we have acknowledged the 
burden of and impending frustration imposed by the idiot? “It is 
a matter of imbuing political voices with the feeling that they do 
not master the situation they discuss, that the political arena is 
peopled with shadows of that which does not have a political 
voice, cannot have or does not want to have one”.
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