
The Political Science Reviewer • Volume 48, Number 2 • 2024
© 2024 The Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System

Ernesto Laclau on Political 
Theology: A Comparison with 

Schmitt and Derrida

Alejandra M. Salinas
Universidad Nacional de Tres de Febrero/Facultad de 

Ciencias Sociales, UCA

Introduction

In the following discussion, the term political pertains to the 
organization and governance of society; political philosophy 

encompasses the categories used to analyze issues such as power, 
authority, legitimacy, and order; and political theology involves “the 
analysis and criticism of political arrangements . . . from the per-
spective of differing interpretations of God’s ways with the world.”1 
This article analyzes Ernesto Laclau’s views on political theology, 
which remain understudied despite increasing attention to his 
work.2 His theory draws from various disciplines, including linguis-
tics, psychology, history, philosophy, and theology, to articulate 
critical thinking about the nature of the political. Given the poten-
tial to enhance understanding of his thought, a more detailed 
examination of his views on political theology was in order. To that 
end, we draw parallels with Carl Schmitt, whose theory is often 
associated with Laclau’s,3 as well as with Jacques Derrida, whose 
strong influence he acknowledged.4 

A comparative analysis can shed light on the authors’ shared 
interest in establishing analogies with theology to elucidate the study 
of the political. With this objective in mind, the text pivots around 
the following questions: How do Schmitt’s and Laclau’s theories 
overlap, and how do they differ? To what extent is it plausible to 
speak of a “Schmittean” Laclau? How are Derrida’s and Laclau’s 
readings of the apophatic tradition connected? How does the notion 
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of deconstruction relate to mysticism and pantheism? Are their 
views consistent accounts of the analogy between politics and theol-
ogy? What are the respective political implications? What is the 
specific contribution of Laclau to political theology? Can it be 
considered revolutionary? How is it complemented with his reading 
of psychoanalysis? 

To respond to these questions, the argument is organized as 
follows. We begin by presenting Schmitt’s political theology, estab-
lishing a framework of reference for the ensuing discussion. 
According to him, every theological conception gives rise to a 
particular understanding of the political order. Until the nine-
teenth century, the idea of a God-governed world found secular 
expression in monarchical legitimacy and the correlated view of the 
sovereign’s exceptional intervention in politics. The underlying 
assumption to that worldview was the permanent danger of evil 
and the consequent need for exceptional interventions to counter 
threats posed by antagonism. This sprit du temps changed with late 
modernity when immanence, scientism, and democracy became 
the new prevailing conceptions. For Schmitt, a problem arose with 
the abandonment of transcendence as the foundation of the social 
order, the denial of confrontation as essentially inherent to politics, 
and the illegitimacy of the sovereign’s exceptional intervention in 
the legal-political order as ultimate arbiter in times of conflict.5 
Schmitt’s theory constitutes a reference point for a posterior analy-
sis of the justification of authority, the foundations of democracy, 
and the antagonistic nature of politics found in Laclau.

Next, we address Derrida’s efforts in reformulating the thought 
of the Left to abandon the rigidity of communist orthodoxy, since 
he challenges its “philosophical responses that consist in totalizing, 
in filling in the space of the question or in denying its possibility 
[of] the metaphysics of the ‘proper,’ of logocentrism.”6 Along these 
lines, he proposes a “deconstructive thinking” on the grounds that 
the historicity of thought and language always demands new read-
ings. Embarked in this task, he reflects on the theological concepts 
of promise, messianism, and eschatology to re-elaborate Marx’s 
project of liberation. He advocates for a renewed and more plural-
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istic theory, one that nonetheless preserves the Marxist messianic 
promise of an “eskhaton.”7 To this end, Derrida draws from nega-
tive theology, which he considers a “subversive stance” in that it 
highlights the human incapacity of fully grasping transcendent 
truth. From the limitations of discursive reason underscored by the 
apophatic tradition, he concludes with the impossibility of relating 
thought and language to metaphysical grounds. In the social realm, 
this translates into the idea that there are no ultimate justifications 
or legitimizations of social practices and institutions, an idea shared 
by Laclau.

The analysis of Laclau’s thought occupies the third section of 
this article. His perspective is less well known but also important, 
since he can be referenced as the leading theorist of populism,8 and 
from that angle he adds a new perspective to politico-theological 
debates. We approach Laclau’s works in two parts. First, we present 
his theory of hegemony as developed in a series of writings 
published in the 1990s, and second, we address his book on 
populism published in 2005.9 Like Derrida, Laclau rethinks “the 
political character of social relations in a theoretical arena that had 
seen the collapse of the classical Marxist conception of the domi-
nant class—the latter conceived as a necessary and immanent effect 
of a fully constituted structure” (emphasis added).10 He disagrees 
with the presuppositions, methods, and finality of classical Marxism; 
he rejects its reductionism and economic determinism, and the 
universalism of the working class, because they ignore other forms 
of oppression and noneconomic struggles that are defined contin-
gently and not in a “necessary and immanent” fashion. He explores 
an alternative theory that could account for a plurality of political 
identities and demands.11

Laclau adapts Derrida’s concepts to the political field: 
“hegemony as a theory of the decision taken in an undecidable 
terrain requires that the contingent character of the connections 
existing in that terrain is fully shown by deconstruction.”12 Just as 
the deconstruction of meanings would be necessary to shake the 
foundations of Western thought, the theory of hegemony chal-
lenges dominant political theories. In this sense, Laclau seems to 
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have also been influenced by Derrida’s considerations on mysti-
cism as a logic that speaks to the limits of rationality and the 
debatable nature of the established categories to approach reality. 
However, it would be misleading to think that in embracing the 
arguments of negative theology they hold a kind of Christian 
heterodoxy; rather, they use the apophatic tradition to examine 
analogies that might illuminate the understanding of a post-
Marxist philosophy at the service of deconstruction. 

Laclau recovers the mystical method by appealing to the inef-
fability of any transcendent instance, the contingent nature and 
variability of the negative attributes of that transcendence, and the 
identification between the parts and totality. He also posits that 
mysticism has pantheism as a corollary, implicitly suggesting that 
his own theory may be associated with a pantheistic worldview. We 
analyze here how the reference to mysticism and pantheism in 
correlation to his political theory presents some conceptual 
tensions that problematize the analogy. Besides said analogy, 
Laclau also compares his populist logic with psychoanalysis, 
according to which the people aspire to a union with a plenitude 
that is inaccessible in its totality, in the face of which they get only 
temporary, partial unions. We argue that the idea of human limita-
tions to understand transcendence and to achieve an experience of 
union with totality underscored by negative theology and psychoa-
nalysis serves him to formulate a theory based in the contingent, 
partial, and temporary character of populist orders, unlike Derrida’s 
focus detached from more practical or concrete considerations.

The fourth and last section offers a comparison of Schmitt’s 
and Laclau’s formulations. Although Laclau did not engage with 
Schmitt’s works (save for one exception), they share formal similari-
ties.13 Schmitt’s thesis on modern immanence correlates with 
Laclau’s critique of immanence understood as an order of things 
that harmoniously unfolds according to laws of its own, which 
would obliterate the political, as explained in what follows. They 
both reject Enlightenment rationalism; they criticize the dynamics 
of liberal orders and advocate for the moment of exceptional or 
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hegemonic decision, among other common themes.14 However, 
whereas Schmitt speaks of a “metaphysical truth,”15 Laclau rejects 
“any metaphysical grounding of the social order.”16 Also, whereas 
Schmitt conceives threats to order as a sign of danger, for Laclau 
anomie opens a welcome opportunity to change the established 
liberal order. All in all, to speak of a “Schmittean” Laclau in the 
field of political theology is to overlook that Schmitt did not 
contribute to shaping Laclau’s views on any subject and that they 
crucially differ in their approach to the foundations and arrange-
ments of political life.

In short, a reading of Laclau on par with Schmitt and Derrida 
is relevant to understand the formal similarities and common 
analogies among three distinctive theoretical models and their 
contrasting political implications. Laclau, like Schmitt, uses secu-
larized theological concepts to think of political antagonism, and 
like Derrida, he appeals to mysticism to deconstruct traditional 
thought. However, unlike Schmitt, Laclau negates a metaphysical 
foundation for the political order and the need to stabilize the 
dynamics of power. Also, Laclau goes beyond Derrida’s destabiliza-
tion of meanings and practices to investigate concrete political 
orders in what eventually becomes a defense of populism. 

 Besides the comparison among the three authors, the article 
highlights the specific contribution Laclau makes to political 
theology, which can be unpacked as follows. Laclau takes the 
apophatic idea about the limitations of human reason to access a 
transcendent totality, and transforms it into a political theory of a 
representative hegemonic instance. His view of political totality is 
novel and posits original avenues for further research on populist 
leadership. Additionally, by reinforcing theological-political anal-
ogies with insights into the affective, symbolic, and unconscious 
dimensions of power relations, he draws interesting bridges 
between psychoanalysis and the political. In sum, in resorting to 
these two disciplines to better illustrate his theory, Laclau offers 
both apologists and detractors new tools to approach the study of 
hegemonic logic.
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Schmitt’s Political Theology
As is well known, Schmitt defends the idea that legal and political 
concepts are “secularized theological concepts” in terms of their 
historical development and their “systematic structure.”17 Schmitt 
tackles the political phenomenon on the basis of a conception of 
nature and human reason entwined with transcendence. He 
assumes as initial premises a political order grounded in transcend-
ent authority of the sovereign’s will and a limited human nature 
marked by “the temptation to evil inherent in every power.”18 
Regardless of who the sovereign may be (the king, the president, 
the parliament, or the people), they are perceived as the subject 
wielding the ultimate power in shaping the political order and 
determining exceptions to it—specifically, the suspension of the 
legal order. It is the sovereign subject who has the unique attribu-
tion of implementing the state of exception: “the authority to 
suspend valid law . . . is so much the actual mark of sovereignty . . 
. [that] the question of sovereignty [means] the question of the 
decision on the exception.”19 His notion of the sovereign as the one 
who decides on the state of exception shares similarities with the 
idea of divine intervention to disrupt and transform human affairs: 
thus “[t]he exception in jurisprudence is analogous to the miracle 
in theology.”20 

Schmitt’s analogies denote a specific correlation between the 
theological, legal, and political perspectives of each epoch. In the 
seventeenth century, absolute monarchy structured and validated 
itself around a theistic worldview. The shift from a God-governed 
world to a science-governed one occurred in the late seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, abandoning revealed Christian theology 
for the system of natural scientism and limited monarchies. In the 
nineteenth century, transcendence gave way to immanence, and 
monarchical legitimacy was replaced with democratic legitimacy, 
which he sees as “the expression of a relativistic and impersonal 
scientism.”21 For him, the problem with modernity would be the 
abandonment of transcendence as foundation of the political, and 
of the sovereign’s exceptional intervention in the legal order to act 
as the ultimate arbiter in times of conflict. In this regard he asserts, 
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“The idea of the modern constitutional state triumphed together 
with deism, a theology and metaphysics that banished the miracle 
from the world [and rejected] the sovereign’s direct intervention in 
a valid legal order.”22

What Schmitt takes to be a rationalist and materialist vision of 
the modern era is associated with a view of the world as a machine, 
which follows laws of its own,23 and where “there must no longer 
be political problems, only organizational-technical and economic-
sociological tasks.”24 Thus, the modern focus on economics would 
downplay the political element and stall the moment of decision 
needed to deal effectively with the consequences of critical 
instances of antagonism.25 As summarized by Michael Hollerich, 
Schmitt attributes to modernity the “distinction of public and 
private in politics and law, state fragmentation due to society’s 
pluralistic forces (‘depoliticization’), the pure normativity of law 
divorced from its roots in personal authority and decision-making, 
power division in parliamentary democracies, sovereignty fragmen-
tation, replacing decision-making with debate, elevation of private 
property and laissez-faire economics, reduction of meaning to 
material production and consumption, and value neutrality 
concerning morality and belief.”26 

Schmitt thus decries the immanent character of modernity, the 
removal of contestation from the realm of the political.27 For him, 
a genuine politics emerges only from recognizing antagonism, 
which requires decisions that transcend legal and procedural 
constraints in times of crisis. The parallel with the concepts of a 
transcendent God as sovereign will serves him to criticize modern 
ideas and institutional arrangements. Schmitt provides useful 
categories to approach the legitimacy of authority, the nature of 
representation, and the notion of antagonism, also present in 
Laclau’s theory.

The interest in political theology as a critique of Western 
liberal politics and institutions reemerged in the 1960s, albeit from 
a completely different angle. That decade was marked by social 
revolts, the processes of decolonization, the opposition to the 
Vietnam War, and the rise of guerrillas, all in a worldwide tide that 
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called into question the dominant political order. The turn to politi-
cal theology to explain and justify social changes was motivated by 
different rationales and local contexts; it was not influenced by 
Schmitt’s take on the subject.28 Schmitt acknowledges this when 
pointing out that the renewed interest in political theology during 
the 1960s was thought of as a “discovery,” but it was something he 
had already formulated forty years before.29 

Starting in the 1980s, left-oriented philosophers reinvigorated 
discussions regarding the theological connections of the political. 
Theirs was a response to the crisis and downfall of communist 
systems, the consolidation of a global capitalist order, and the rise 
of conservative movements, which demanded alternative narratives 
to rethink the critique of existing structures and ideologies. In that 
sense, political theology offered another conceptual framework for 
explaining the crisis and imagining new avenues for social and 
political transformation. There was the Left’s “Schmittean turn” at 
the time,30 although many authors remained alien to it. Among the 
latter, Claude Lefort explored the persistence of theological motifs 
in contemporary societies, and Jean-Luc Nancy offered a critique 
of the cultural and ideological dimensions of political practices.31 
Along similar lines, Derrida and Laclau, prominent thinkers of the 
New Left, referenced politico-theological themes, to be examined 
in the next two sections.

Contemporary Interpretations of Political Theology: Derrida
In The Gift of Death, Derrida examines the notions of responsibil-
ity, faith, and mystery in religion and in the history of ideas, and he 
relates them to political history and to “the very essence or future 
of European politics.”32 Thus, he translates the theological take on 
responsibility, faith, and gift into a reading that stresses the respon-
sibility for our decisions and actions in a terrain that is better 
described as “undecidable” (with no fixed meanings and catego-
ries), where despite the risks and uncertainties of social life, we are 
involved with “the transcendence of the other.”33 

Besides responsibility, faith, and gift, the theological lexicon of 
mystery and sacredness converts into the secular notions of secrecy 
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and fervor. For Derrida, Western politics unfold in unpredictable 
ways, but some elements from the past remain below the surface: 
“history never effaces what it buries; it always keeps within itself 
the secret of whatever it encrypts . . . [and it] bears witness to a 
return of the sacred in the form of an enthusiasm or fervor” 
(emphasis added).34 Derrida himself digs in the theological sedi-
ments, the “crypt” of history, in search of concepts that he then 
applies to his critical analysis of the global political order. 

In this sense, his book Specters of Marx offers a reflection on 
Marx’s theoretical legacy in the face of the failed communist regimes. 
Derrida gives a new meaning to politico-theological terms by advo-
cating “a certain experience of the emancipatory promise[:] . . . a 
messianism without religion, even a messianic without messianism, 
an idea of justice—which we distinguish from law or right and even 
from human rights—and an idea of democracy—which we distin-
guish from its current concept and from its determined predicates 
today.”35 Along these lines, Derrida calls into question the orthodox 
reading of the Marxist legacy or “trace.” In its place he proposes to 
defend “a radical alterity and heterogeneity.”36 The return to Marx in 
the new capitalist era implies for him leaving behind the notion of 
liberation necessarily brought about by one messiah (the Communist 
Party), to rethink alternative roads to emancipation more amicable 
to the social heterogeneity of a democratic order. In this way, a 
renewed theory must leave behind the teleological determinism 
while preserving the messianic promise of an “eskhaton.”37 In this 
sense, Derrida does not take the road of other postmodern authors 
interested in theology, who defend strife for a total transformation of 
existing power structures.38 Rather, he calls for a “performative utter-
ance . . . to produce events, new effective forms of action, practice, 
organization, and so forth.”39

Embarked on this task, Derrida finds inspiration in Heidegger’s 
approach to mysticism.40 Just as mysticism emphasizes the unsur-
mountable limitations of human language and thought, Derrida 
holds that political thought and language must be deconstructed so 
as to find new meanings to social philosophy.41 What he admires in 
the apophatic tradition of Pseudo-Dionysius, Meister Eckhart, and 
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Angelus Silesius is their “subversive stance” within the history of 
theology and the Church and their emphasis in the impossibility of 
fully grasping transcendent truth, advocating that understanding 
through negations is more accurate than attempting resemblance-
based arguments.42

Recall that Pseudo-Dionysius initiated negative or apophatic 
theology with his work “On the Divine Names,”43 where he claims 
the impossibility of affirming with certainty full knowledge of trans-
cendent truth.44 Similarly, Eckhart, inspired by Pseudo-Dionysius, 
explored cognitive limitations in comprehending the Absolute: 
“God transcends all human conception. No man knows what God 
is. God is such that we apprehend him better by denial than by 
affirmation. To argue about God from resemblance is to proceed 
falsely, but to argue from negations is to do so correctly.”45 

Derrida assimilates these ideas and puts them to use for the 
defense of a postmodern philosophy that seeks to liberate language 
from authority and norms. The limitations of discursive reason 
underscored by negative theology, and its inclination to lean on 
imagination and emotions,46 are an aspect mirrored in Derrida, 
who sees mystical union as an “immediacy of presence,” not alien 
to the “experience of fascination in general.”47 Applied to the field 
of political theory, the deconstructionist use of negative theology is 
part of Derrida’s larger philosophical project to challenge the foun-
dations of legal systems and claims of sovereignty and authority. 

In this sense, Derrida posits that law lacks an ultimate rational 
justification or legitimization, and he questions concepts such as 
property, freedom, will, and conscience.48 He challenges the idea 
that the founding decision of the political-legal order stems from a 
God-created natural order, and he argues that it instead originates 
from a situation imposed by force, which society takes as legiti-
mate. In this vein, Derrida departs from the intellectual tradition 
“which gives rights to the State, the nation, more generally to the 
philosophical community as a rational and logo-centric commu-
nity.”49 These ideas have direct political impact, since they seek to 
undermine the assumptions that shaped legal and political Western 
institutions and therefore to erode the legitimacy of the latter. 
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Let’s now evaluate Derrida’s association of deconstruction with 
negative theology. There are two main critical comments to make, 
of an ontological/epistemic and linguistic nature, respectively. 
First, the ontological basis of negative theology contradicts the 
deconstructive rejection of any transcendental, metaphysical 
notion. In negative theology, God is an existent, transcendent, 
sacred, and divine being. Conversely, deconstruction disclaims any 
assertion of being or essence. Derrida acknowledges this in the 
conference “La Différance” (1968), where he contrasts negative 
theology’s categories of essence and presence with his own theory 
that invokes “neither existence nor essence. It derives from no 
category of being, whether present or absent.”50 However, in 
subsequent writings he omits to consider that the nothingness 
claimed by deconstruction cannot be equated to the mystical 
recognition of the Presence. This problematizes the validity of the 
analogy between mysticism and deconstruction. Absent the divine 
being that challenges human understanding, why retain the condi-
tion of unknowability? In other words, if the complexity of God 
poses problems for our cognitive capacities, why would a world 
without God be equally complex to understand? The cognitive 
problem detected by the mystics differs from the ones posed by the 
use of philosophical and scientific approaches to explain complex 
social orders. 

Second, negative theology emphasizes the limits of words and 
ideas, whereas deconstruction employs a method to analyze words 
and texts and therefore focuses on the possibilities of language. It 
seeks to open up new possibilities for understanding the nexus 
between language and thought, in contrast to negative theology’s 
search for contemplation, which would amount to a silence of 
reason and speech. If this is so, the refuge in contemplation and 
mystical union would be at odds with the linguistic engagements 
advanced by deconstruction. Consequently, deconstruction differs 
from negative theology because of its appeal to language and 
thought rather than silent spirituality. The concept of stability may 
further expand this epistemic difference: while in negative theol-
ogy our cognitive limitations are assumed to be stable—that is, our 
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conceptual ignorance of God is permanent—from Derrida we 
infer the possibility of accessing at least some temporary knowl-
edge (subject to eventual deconstruction) that emerges from 
detecting the “traces” of meaning in history mentioned earlier.

Last, and regarding its political implications, Derrida’s thought 
has been rightly read as an attempt to deconstruct the notion of 
sovereignty anchored in a single instance of authoritative decision.51 
Thus, Derrida’s prescriptions translate into an “anti-authoritarian 
politics.”52 There are, of course, other readings of the political 
implications of deconstruction. Some speak of a “conservative” 
thrust in his theory, of an “essential passivity,” insofar as his 
discourse is inattentive to results and, more important, it preaches 
a “radical uncertainty” that may debilitate political action.53 Along 
similar lines, deconstruction may weaken the motivation for imme-
diate political involvement, bearing no political consequences 
“except in a very indirect and long-term way.”54 In this regard, as 
we will see, Derrida differs from Laclau’s efforts at formulating a 
theory that might explain and justify actions conducive to changing 
the existing political practices and arrangements.

Laclau’s Perspective
Laclau is also a confessed deconstructionist, by “showing the struc-
tural undecidability of increasingly larger areas of the social [that] 
expands the area of operation of the various moments of political 
institution, [he argues] the central theme of deconstruction is the 
politico discursive production of society.”55 In a text where he 
analyzes Derrida, we read, “I could, prima facie, relate what I have 
called hegemonic logic—which silently deconstructs Marxist 
categories—to the logic of the specter as described by Derrida.”56 
Recall that the logic of the specter is one of undecidability, without 
fixed meanings and categories. Laclau reads this as a way to “direct 
the historical-political forms back to the primary terrain of their 
opening to the radically heterogeneous . . . as that condition from 
which no course of action necessarily follows. This means that we 
should not make it the necessary source of any concrete decision in 
the ethical or political sphere.”57 Furthermore, both hegemonic 
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logic and the logic of the specter invoke political theology: a “spirit, 
as it has no content of its own, can exist only through its parasitic 
attachment to some particular body [that] becomes the embodi-
ment of fullness. . . . Deconstructing law—which is finally what 
politics is about—is possible because of this structure of experience 
in which the messianic, the promise, and justice are categories in a 
relation of mutual implication.”58 It follows that although post-
Marxist thought has no specific economic or political content, it 
still appeals to secularized theological concepts. 

In a parallel track, Laclau revisits the legacy of Christianity in 
order to deconstruct Marxism. He posits that a quest for universal-
ity or totality originated with Christianity that introduced three 
pivotal concepts: an absolute and ultimate source for all existence, 
a predetermined course for history, and an empowered agent in 
history whose individual form expresses a universality surpassing 
it.59 Laclau elaborates on the ways in which these ideas were trans-
lated into a social philosophy. If in the past the Christian under-
standing of history relied solely on revelation, modernity 
amalgamated reason with Christian eschatology. In the particular 
case of classical Marxism, it assimilated rationalist logic into the 
notion of a universal class and a secular eschatology. He writes, “A 
discourse of radical emancipation emerged for the first time with 
Christianity, and its specific form was salvation. . . . [It was] the 
image of a future humanity—or post-humanity—from which all 
evil would have been eradicated . . . [and its] incarnation requires 
connection between two elements through the mediation of a third 
external to them.”60 From this angle, the Christian notions of 
universal salvation and the problem of evil were appropriated by 
Marx, who assigned the proletariat the role of the mediator, in what 
Laclau considers a form of “essential determinations.”61 

Against such view, Laclau gives new meaning to the theologi-
cal-political concepts of evil, incarnation, salvation, and promise. 
History no longer becomes the necessary unfolding of certain evils 
but instead moves on “contingent grounds” subject to “transcen-
dental” operations.62 Besides, “rather than a privileged historical 
actor with universal responsibilities, there exists a growing plurality 
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of social agents constructing their demands from particular 
perspectives, none claiming to represent humanity as a whole.”63 
Against the Marxist notion of fixed social classes, Laclau argues that 
“hegemonic articulations were from the beginning conceived as 
contingent, precarious and pragmatic constructions.”64 In other 
words, we cannot know who will be the actor that represents the 
universal and how that actor will lead the rest on the road to eman-
cipation, since this is open to unforeseeable historical circum-
stances and a variety of forms to carry out that task. This means that 
given the contingent nature of social reality, there is no preor-
dained goal; it is to be defined by the instance that incarnates a 
particular form of emancipation or “fullness.” Laclau preserves 
Derrida’s theological rhetoric of promise and incarnation, albeit as 
transient and specific moments within a historical process, as he 
declares, “A hegemonic relation is one in which a certain body 
presents itself as the incarnation of a certain spirit.”65 

From this angle, emancipation from the existing political struc-
tures demands rethinking their politico-theological basis: “We can do 
away with the teleological and eschatological dimensions, we can 
even do away with all the actual contents of the historical messian-
isms, but what we cannot do away with is the ‘promise,’ because it is 
inscribed in the structure of all experience.”66 However, Laclau’s is 
not Derrida’s idea of a promise about the justice and democracy to 
come but an aspiration to improve a concrete political order by 
replacing established practices and institutions. In this sense, he 
highlights “the attempt to break with the status quo, with the preced-
ing institutional order [and] the effort to constitute an order where 
there was anomie and dislocation.”67

It should perhaps be evident by now that Laclau’s political 
theory has no normative foundation, no “fundamental values, 
behavioral dispositions (‘virtues’) and/or action-guiding princi-
ples.”68 When he speaks of justice, order, and solidarity, he envi-
sions the concepts as devoid of permanent content; they reflect 
only the desire for an undefined “absent fullness” that is perpetu-
ally unachievable because of the persistent gap between human 
achievements and expectations.69 This latter assessment bears no 
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grim news, since for Laclau its implications for democratic theory 
are positive. Democracy becomes possible because it lacks any 
predetermined normative ground: “it is no longer a question of 
finding a ground from which an ethical injunction should be 
derived.”70 Democracy becomes a field of contestation to define 
who will be the instance that incarnates the promise of fullness. 

It is time to analyze the connection between the precedent 
arguments and negative theology. Just as Derrida found inspiration 
in Heidegger’s writings on mysticism, Laclau seems to follow 
Derrida when looking at the apophatic tradition.71 The latter serves 
as a point of comparison to show the formal similarity with his 
theory: “the [political] need for representing an object—a full-
ness—which, by definition, transcends all representation [is], at its 
purest, the problem of the mystic.”72 To elaborate on that compari-
son, Laclau addresses both Jewish and Christian mysticism. He 
first quotes from Gershom Scholem’s view on the many divine 
attributes invoked in a prayer’s litany: “the only meaning that each 
of these attributes keeps in the enumeration is the positive value 
that those terms have in ordinary language.”73 Scholem’s take on 
mysticism represents a form of “equivalential logics,”74 in that it 
expands the attributes indefinitely. A similar operation character-
izes a political discourse that attempts to go beyond all particular 
meaning, expanding the enumeration indefinitely, in order to 
“symbolize an absent fullness” with “mobilizing effects.”75 

Laclau’s reading of mysticism is complemented with references 
to Pseudo-Dionysus and Eckhart, who conceptualize God as inef-
fable and unintelligible, making it impossible to attribute a specific, 
positive content that directly represents God through language. 
Laclau quotes Pseudo-Dionysius’s notion of a God with “no soul, 
no intellect, no imagination,”76 pointing out that the enumeration 
of absent divine properties correlates with a political articulation in 
which different partial elements are assigned to a whole. On the 
basis of this analogy, Laclau presents the following conclusions:

1.	 The names God, people, or order refer to a totality as an “absent 
plenitude” and serve as “empty signifiers,” symbols or names 
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that come to represent the unity and identity of the people. 
These symbols or names lack predetermined content and are 
therefore open to a contingent interpretation on the quality and 
quantity of their attributes. 

2.	 Ethically, it follows that a priori determination of moral actions 
is impossible. Morality’s contents are variable, reflecting the 
“postmodern experience of contingency.”77

3.	 At the political level, a hegemonic representative constructs a 
“chain of equivalences,” wherein any element within that group 
can be bestowed with the name of a totality. 

In sum, Laclau compares his political theory with Scholem’s 
views on indefinite enumeration and with the apophatic view that 
strips the transcendent instance of specific positive contents. He 
also appeals to the mystical realm to accentuate an experience of 
unity or identification between the parts and totality. In the end, 
acknowledged only in a footnote, he affirms, “From the perspective 
of mystical discourse’s logic, pantheism is the only ultimately 
coherent position.”78 Laclau does not explain why this is the case, 
but the quote suggests that by inference, insofar as his theory 
shares with the mystics, it could be associated with pantheism. 

Before further engaging in our assessment of his thought, a 
commentary is in order regarding the extent to which Laclau’s 
political theology can be considered revolutionary, as some think.79 
Indeed, in the 1990s he sees violence as a plausible response to an 
established order that impairs the search for “fullness” triggered by 
“a social lack resulting from the absence of God.”80 But eventually 
he discards “the total revolutionary event,”81 and he rejects advo-
cating violence as a new foundation to the social order: “I am a 
reformist, not because my social aims are limited but simply 
because I do not believe that society has such a thing as a founda-
tion; [however] I am very much in favor of reintroducing the 
dimension of violence within reform” (emphasis added).82 
Therefore, his stance is hardly compatible with Montserrat 
Herrero’s premises that in Laclau “revolutionary violence is the 
core of the political,” that “God’s infallibility has the same structure 
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as revolutionary will,” and that hegemony is “violence produced 
through discourse.”83 Such reading overlooks the strong Gramscian 
tone in Laclau, according to which hegemony is a combination of 
consent and force or coercion, the former achieved by gradual 
political movements, and the latter seen only as a subsidiary or 
complementary aspect within a long-term strategy in the “war of 
positions.”84 It seems also problematic to affirm, with Herrero, that 
Laclau’s political ontology rests on a view where “God is not-
presentable and hence not-representable.”85 In my view, Laclau 
does not hold or presuppose a belief or understanding of a divine 
transcendence. He only provides an analogy between his political 
logic and negative theology and, by inference, with what he consid-
ers to be its natural extension: pantheism. In other words, he makes 
use of theological reflections to formulate and illustrate better his 
political theory. Furthermore, Laclau seeks to explain how a partic-
ular form of representation takes place in his theory, which is why 
it is strange to associate Laclau’s perspective with what is not 
representable. 

Analysis of Laclau’s Approach to Negative Theology
This section critically assesses Laclau’s analogy between negative 
theology and his political logic. A first comment that merits consid-
eration relates to the place he gives to discourse and the extent to 
which it is inconsistent with mysticism (along the lines of our previ-
ous critique of Derrida). If Eckhart speaks of a “mystical silence,”86 
its compatibility with any theory that emphasizes the constructive/
deconstructive function of discourses can be called into question. 
Simultaneously maintaining both mystical and discursive premises 
might be inconsistent. If mysticism upholds silence, its doing so 
contradicts the predominance of discourse. Laclau pretends to 
maintain this duality, affirming the importance of discourse while 
also comparing the relationship between the hegemonic instance 
and the people with mystic experiences. But insofar as the populist 
experience is discursive and the mystic experience is silent, this 
posits a problem. Additionally, if mystic silence obeys a “deliberate 
choice to renounce a vain or harmful word,”87 it also contrasts with 
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any hegemonic logic that does not, by definition, find limits or 
restrictions to what discourses can say.

Second, Laclau assumes a top-down directionality of discourse, 
from the representative instance, the “incarnated body,” toward 
the people. This is similar to Eckhart’s attribution of existence and 
wisdom to God alone, which is why he infers that we should “let 
God work and speak.”88 In this regard, “the human being so 
conforms to God that its being, will, and action form a comprehen-
sive unity.” 89 However, in Eckhart the human being is also 
supposed to “transform the world . . . to work together with God.”90 
Eckhart’s mysticism is directed to foster an engagement with both 
oration and work. One plausible implication of this practical orien-
tation is that we should actively engage in political life. Along these 
lines, some theologians propose “to democratize mystical experi-
ence” and call for social resistances that may take the form of 
“abstention, disagreement and dissent.”91 The reading of mysticism 
as an activity simpliciter (as in Eckhart) or as a bottom-up activity 
of political protest contrasts with Laclau’s theory in that the latter 
assumes a relatively uncritical reception of the representative’s 
discourse, directed to a seemingly passive people.

There is a third commentary, related to Laclau’s opinion that 
pantheism is the only coherent position for mystical discourse. This 
assertion leaves open the possibility that his political theory might 
be associated with pantheism as well, following the syllogism that 
mysticism is pantheistic,  hegemonic politics is analogous to mysti-
cism, and therefore hegemonic politics is associated, analogous, or 
compatible with pantheism. There might indeed be points of inter-
section between Laclau’s theory and pantheism, such as a recogni-
tion of the interconnectedness of diverse elements and the 
challenge to traditional notions of divinity and authority. However, 
the intersections between mysticism, pantheism, and political 
“hegemonism” must be further scrutinized. In pantheism the 
divine is incarnated in the world, so God becomes identical to the 
universe. But this is not the view of the mystics mentioned by 
Laclau. To the contrary, Eckhart’s assertion “all that God works is 
one” emphasizes equality of action rather than of substance.92  
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For Eckhart, the world is not identical with God. This is distinct 
from the pantheistic notion of identity of substances (everything 
that exists is considered to be part of God or the divine). Laclau 
seems to have misunderstood the nature of the mysticism he 
invoked, which seeks to transcend the boundaries of the self and 
experience a deeper, more profound connection with totality but 
does not equate the self, universe, or nature with the divine. This 
type of mysticism is different from pantheism, in which there is no 
distinction between the divine and the natural world.93

Other aspects also problematize the consistency of the analogy 
between hegemonic logic and pantheism implicit in Laclau’s treat-
ment of mysticism. Briefly put:

1.		 If in pantheism God and nature are the same, we can call it a 
“present plenitude,” which would mean the opposite of Laclau’s 
notion of an absent plenitude. If every created being possesses 
a divine nature, the representation of the universal would not 
be needed, in the same way that the direct experience of mysti-
cism, by definition, does not require representation. Ergo, un-
der these premises the hegemonic instance would have no role 
in representing a plenitude, since it already exists. 

2.		 It also follows that since a pantheistic God is not a person, no 
personal or social relationships with divinity follow, be they ei-
ther intellectual or emotional. This inference challenges the 
primacy of the category of relation and the role of personalism 
in Laclau’s theory, in which a subject is bestowed with the name 
of the totality. By definition, the concept of incarnation implies 
personification.94

3.		 If pantheism is taken to be an essentialist claim about divinity, 
associating hegemony with a mystic pantheism would contra-
dict Laclau’s postmodern philosophical stance, in which there 
is no ontological ground, no fixed substance.

In sum, in Laclau’s theory, political identity transcends the parts 
that constitute it and requires an instance of representation and 
articulation made possible only through discourse. None of these 
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elements—transcendence, representation, and discourse— appear 
to be compatible with the immanence of pantheism, the mystical 
appeal to silence, and the unmediated individual experience of 
union with the divine. Besides, the idea of hegemony as something 
contingent and temporary is also at odds with the mysticism Laclau 
invokes, anchored in a permanent essence. However, despite the 
detected tensions in Laclau’s reading of the apophatic tradition 
from the lens of political hegemony, his analogical exercise is inter-
esting and fruitful in showing how political theology may remain a 
field of interest for political theorists. In this sense, his inconsisten-
cies do not subtract merit from his attempt to call attention to the 
relevance of theological analogies for a better understanding of 
political theory.

Mysticism and Psychoanalysis in the Theory of Populism
Although Laclau’s work shows continuity in terms of the goal to 
construct an alternative political logic, in his trajectory from social-
ism to populism his emphasis changed. If in the 1990s he was 
inspired by negative theology to explain and defend a post-Marxist 
stance, in his 2005 book on populism he delves into the analogy 
with psychoanalysis. However, his theory of populism also retains 
the theological lexicon of spirit, incarnation, and transcendent 
universality. This section shows how Laclau incorporates psycho-
analytical elements compatible with his reading of negative theol-
ogy and reinforces the analogies with hegemonism. In this regard, 
the psychoanalytical insights into the affective, symbolic, and 
unconscious dimensions of social relations complement his views 
on mysticism. Both serve Laclau to explain the process of collective 
identity formation and the articulation of the hegemonic repre-
sentative instance, which in the later works takes the name of the 
populist leader.

In Laclau’s theory of populism, different groups are articulated 
by the discourse of a leader in their struggle against a common 
adversary (normally, political and economic liberalism). As the 
number of these groups expands, their shared features become less 
concrete or particular and more abstract (for example, they pass 
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from demanding higher salaries for themselves and daycare for 
their children to demanding social or gender justice). The leader 
provides them with a unique, specific profile as a people and 
becomes their representative, embodying a popular identity that 
did not previously exist as such. In Laclau’s terms: 

1.	 “This operation of taking up, by a particularity, of an incommen-
surable universal signification is what I have called hegemony” 
(emphasis added).95 

2.	 “Demands are inscribed in the horizon of a fully-fledged 
totality—a just society which exists only ideally.”96

3.	 “The hegemonic force has to present its own particularity as 
the incarnation of an empty universality that transcends it” 
(emphasis added).97

4.	 “This [is a] transcendent, singular moment [which] leads to 
singularity, and singularity to identification of the unity of the 
group with the name of the leader” (emphasis added).98

5.	 “These emotional ties which pull the group together are obvi-
ously love drives which have been diverted from their origi-
nal aim and which follow, according to Freud, a very precise 
pattern: that of identification” (emphasis added).99

We can see how the theological elements that Laclau analyzed 
in his previous writings are traceable here. The notion of a univer-
salistic totality—for example, the idea of a just society—is medi-
ated by a singular particularity that incarnates it. What the analysis 
of populism adds to those elements is the role of affection sustain-
ing that mediation. Laclau incorporates psychoanalysis and thus 
expands the rationale of the politico-theological logic by explaining 
how unity is made possible by an emotional link uniting the group 
with the leader, so that “the affective dimension plays a central 
role.” 100 In this way, the unconscious identification drive and the 
mystic drive would both address the lack of knowledge of an iden-
tity, a condition that can be relieved only by particular unions with 
an elusive fullness or totality.
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Laclau’s populist theory has been read as a view wherein “the 
people as a whole is a transcendent God, [and] it is never present 
or visible in its full universality and completion.”101 It has also been 
criticized on account of its authoritarian political implications and 
its “utopian condition of total social unity, homogeneity, and recon-
ciliation.”102 However, as mentioned earlier, Laclau does not invoke 
a theologically based ontology. God is mentioned only once in On 
Populist Reason, in an ironic reference to those who overlook the 
need of a leader who articulates social antagonism, in the absence 
of whom articulation is “left to God (or to Nature).”103 Besides, just 
as the people are not God, neither do they search for a condition 
of homogeneity and reconciliation. Laclau discards this as a “myth” 
because it ignores social heterogeneity and antagonism and implies 
a “withering away of the political.”104 

Last, the political implications of Laclau’s theory need not be 
authoritarian. In principle, the hegemonic logic is democratic in 
that it is another political force competing to institute certain signi-
fiers; it respects the demands of the people as opposed to imposing 
those signifiers. In his view, populism may be exposed to the 
danger of authoritarianism, but “there is no iron law that deter-
mines that succumbing to it is its manifest destiny.”105 The charge 
of authoritarianism seems partly a Schmittean reading of Laclau’s 
theory. But the latter cannot be considered an extension, variation, 
or development of Schmitt’s, nor a response to it, as we indicate in 
the next section.

Schmitt and Laclau
Schmitt was absent from most academic publications until the mid-
1990s.106 Once the theoretical engagements with Schmitt’s work 
started to peak, Laclau ignored his writings with the exception of a 
single article that deals with the treatment of enmity and war.107 
Consequently, it seems incorrect to hold that Laclau radicalized, 
assumed, or rediscovered Schmitt’s political theology,108 since he never 
addressed the contents nor the criticism and debates on Political 
Theology. That said, formal similitudes in their approaches warrant 
further considerations in the light of our objectives in this text. 
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First, Schmitt’s view on the secularization of theological 
concepts is an idea Laclau also explicitly holds when writing that 
“the initial theory of power was a theological one . . . [namely, that] 
the existence of evil in the world and the resulting possibility that 
man acts in a way that is illegitimate in God’s eyes [created a] 
disjunction between power and legitimacy. While God operated as 
a source of legitimacy external to the world, the gap between 
power and legitimacy could conceptually be contained—more or 
less—within manageable limits. But when, in modern times, the 
search began for a source of legitimacy from which to judge the 
world, and yet one that was, however, internal to the world,”109 “the 
religious notion of evil [became], with the modern turn, the kernel 
of what we can call ‘social antagonism.’”110 

Second, just as Schmitt decries the radical atheism and liberal 
deism that “depoliticize” the moment of decision, for Laclau imma-
nence alone cannot explain social struggles because it lacks the 
instance of articulation. On the basis of the impossibility of a 
complete social reconciliation, both authors reject any view that 
seeks to eradicate or minimize political antagonism. Antagonism is 
inherent to human society; politics concerns dealing with it, espe-
cially during crises. It is during those crises that the moment of 
decision as defined by the sovereign (Schmitt) or by the repre-
sentative instance (Laclau) has ultimate relevance. More specifi-
cally, the tensions between the norm and the sovereign decision in 
Schmitt, and between liberal institutionality and a populist rupture 
in Laclau, inhabit their political views. This leads us to approach a 
related topic: in the case of a crisis, resolution requires an “excep-
tional decision” for Schmitt and a “hegemonic articulation” for 
Laclau. Therefore, in both cases, a particular decision/articulation 
fulfills the function of rejecting (displacing) the logic of the previ-
ous institutionality. 

A third point of comparison revolves around economics and 
ethics. Both men share a criticism of the economic perspective 
prevalent in the modern world. While Schmitt decries the materi-
alistic and economic focus that displaces the protagonist role of 
politics in shaping the social order, Laclau argues that the current 
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configuration of global capitalism has a multifaceted logic of its 
own, in which politics plays a fundamental role: “we can no longer 
understand capitalism as a purely economic reality, but as a 
complex in which [there exist] economic, political, military, techno-
logical and other determinations—each endowed with its own logic 
and a certain autonomy.”111

 Also, both Schmitt and Laclau defend the autonomy of the 
political from the ethical. As mentioned earlier, Schmitt decries the 
liberal obsession with ethics that trumps the protagonist role of 
politics, and in Laclau the ethical is seen as an instance of (impos-
sible) reconciliation and social balance that excludes the antagonis-
tic logic of politics. In sum, both lament the “depolitization” 
brought about by modernity and seek to “repoliticize” social life.

The elements mentioned so far show their common concerns 
and elaborations. Yet, there are conceptual differences that prob-
lematize the similarities. First, Schmitt assumes the goodness of 
order and the need to restore and/or transform it when disturbed by 
a crisis. He conceives threats to order as a sign of danger. Instead, for 
Laclau disorder opens a welcome opportunity for change: “when 
people face a situation of radical anomie, the need for some kind of 
order becomes more important than the ontic order that allows them 
to overcome it” (emphasis in the original).112 Crisis would operate as 
the “conditions of possibility for the occurrence of populist chal-
lenges to the institutional order.”113 Second, Laclau’s deconstruction-
ist emphasis extends to questioning any foundation regarding the 
possibility of an ultimate and permanent sovereign authority. In this 
sense, besides following Derrida, he directly references Heidegger 
and joins him in rejecting the traditional content of ontology. As 
mentioned, when applied to classical Marxism, this means abandon-
ing the notion of social classes and revealing the absolute contin-
gency of categories linked to its foundations.

Perhaps it is not too simplistic to end by saying that Schmitt’s 
political theology reflects nostalgia for an ordered past, grounded 
in permanent transcendence, in contrast to Laclau, who aspires to 
a postmodern future defined contingently and temporarily by 
political/populist discourses. 
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Conclusion
Toward the end of last century, the collapse of communism revived 
an interest in political theology. According to Mario Tronti, there 
were lessons to be drawn from that renaissance: “[i]t is necessary to 
have the courage to rethink the utopian ‘kingdom’ of another world 
of men and for men.”114 We have explored how Schmitt, Derrida, 
and Laclau dealt with the investigation of what constitutes “another 
world,” by means of the categories of discourse, history, contin-
gency, emancipation, transcendence, and/or antagonism. As shown, 
there are formal similarities and common analogies that warrant 
the joint analysis of these authors to better understand Laclau’s 
thoughts on the subject. He directly references Derrida as an influ-
ence on his ideas on deconstruction and also seems to find inspira-
tion in Derrida’s approach to mysticism. For Derrida, negative 
theology reveals the limitations of traditional metaphysical 
discourse, and he calls for the possibility of a more flexible under-
standing of the emancipatory promise. Likewise, Laclau points to 
the resemblance of hegemonic representation and negative theol-
ogy in that they involve the construction of meanings through the 
absence of a fixed, positive referent. 

The connection of Laclau to Schmitt is of a different nature, 
since Laclau almost never quotes, comments, or follows Schmitt’s 
work. However, our comparison reveals that both use the secular-
ized categories of evil, sovereignty, representation, and transcend-
ence in their analysis of the political. They also share a skepticism 
toward the prevailing immanent/economic perspectives, with 
Schmitt criticizing the displacement of politics by economics and 
Laclau arguing for a broader understanding of capitalism. Despite 
these shared elements, we have explored some conceptual differ-
ences. Laclau’s deconstructionist approach questions any meta-
physical foundation for an ultimate and permanent sovereign 
authority, whereas Schmitt relies on such foundation. Their socio-
political prescriptions also differ considerably: Schmitt’s vision of a 
homogeneous, stable, and hierarchical order contrasts with Laclau’s 
emphasis on social heterogeneity and the contingency of the 
hegemonic articulation and of populist identities. That said, both 
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are eminently thinkers of political antagonism and, consequently, 
opposed to any conciliatory or deliberative view of the political. 

Besides comparing the three authors, the article assesses some 
tensions in Laclau’s theory, despite which it acknowledges his 
contribution to political theology. In regard to the tensions, we 
problematize the compatibility between the notions of transcend-
ence, representation, and discourse, on one hand, and the imma-
nence of pantheism, the mystical silence, and the unmediated 
experience of union with totality, on the other. Besides, we find that 
the idea of hegemony as something contingent and temporary is 
also at odds with the mysticism Laclau invokes, anchored in a 
permanent essence. However, Laclau’s analogical exercise between 
the apophatic tradition and hegemonism is interesting and fruitful 
in showing how political theology may remain a field of interest for 
political theorists. In translating the apophatic idea of an inacces-
sible transcendent totality into a political theory of a representation 
as an incarnation of such totality, Laclau offers new, original 
avenues for further research on populist leadership. Additionally, 
by reinforcing theological-political analogies with insights into the 
affective, symbolic, and unconscious dimensions of power rela-
tions, he draws interesting bridges between psychoanalysis and the 
political. Both psychoanalysis and negative theology tackle the 
human aspiration to an impossible plenitude, a condition that 
political reflection cannot elude if it wishes to preserve its rele-
vance in contemporary theoretical debates.

Upon concluding, a final question arises, one related to though 
independent from the analysis presented in these pages: What 
could be political theology’s contribution to a reflection on the 
foundations of a democratic society? Whatever the answers might 
be, there should be room for a model different from Schmitt’s 
exceptionalism, Derrida’s passivity, and the submissive nature of 
Laclau’s populism, and different as well from Tronti’s invitation to 
revive the type of project that derails into dystopias. Neither 
authoritarianism nor submission nor oppressive utopias are inspira-
tional models fit for free and peaceful societies. This is not the place 
to discuss the alternatives to those models, but the question seemed 
relevant enough to be posed here as a topic for future research.
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