The idea: The Parliament as a Paradigm for the Politics of Dissensus

Throughout my academic career, the conceptual history of politics has been at the core of my work. In my synthetising book The Struggle with Time. A Conceptual History of ‘Politics’ as an Activity (2006), I conceptualise the contingency of politics through different topoi of activity. In the present project I move – following the two yet unpublished monographs The Politics of Limited Times and Rhetorik des Unbeliebten – to a level closer to ”political life itself,” as Quentin Skinner puts it. The focus of the new project lies in the conceptual and historical link between parliamentarism, rhetoric and conceptual history with dissensus as their common heuristic principle of intelligibility.

The politics of dissensus offers a new perspective on the study of the parliament as a political arena. Dissensus is the very raison d’être of the parliament, and the debate over every issue is the cornerstone of parliamentary procedure. The parliamentary style of politics is cultivated in the deliberation between opposing perspectives and based on the mutual respect between adversaries. The main aim of my project is to analyse and highlight the historical and conceptual resources of the parliamentary politics of dissensus.

My three monographs will accentuate the politics of dissensus from different angles. A study on Max Weber’s 1904 essay Die ‘Objektivität’ illustrates the rhetorical paradigm of the parliament as a model for the fair treatment of scholarly disputes in the human sciences. Next, I shall rewrite the conceptual history of ‘parliamentarism’ by connecting the procedure, regime and eloquence aspects with the principle of dissensus. The third study applies parliamentary debates as privileged sources in the analysis of the conceptual history of parliamentary regimes by analysing the conceptual revisions and innovations in parliamentary debates. 

As I write in my CV, I am a monograph writer of the continental style. The new articles I plan to publish in academic journals or anthologies will be by-products of the monographs and therefore cannot be planned in advance. I shall write 2-5 annual refereed articles in English or German upon request , as well as some occasional pieces (mainly in Finnish). Most of the articles will take deeper looks at certain aspects of the monographs or will be based on the conferences and events in which I myself participate or have organised.  

The First Monograph: Max Weber’s Parliamentary Paradigm of Fair Play 

In the first stage of the project, I will complete my third book on the work of Max Weber, after Moment (1998) and Lobrede (2002). It will be a detailed rhetorical German-language commentary of approximately 150-200 pages on his essay on ”objectivity”. It is interesting to note the striking resemblance in Weber’s 1904 essay on objectivity between the scholarly activity in the human sciences and the practices of parliamentary politics in the form of speaking pro et contra.

I started writing the monograph Objektivität als faires Spiel. Wissenschaft als Politik bei Max Weber in 2007 and shall complete the manuscript in 2008 and submit it to language correction. This would enable its publication in 2009. My starting point is the question: why does Weber speak of ‘objectivity’ – in quotation marks –, although he means by it almost the opposite to the understanding of his contemporaries ? 

Weber wrote the essay as a programmatic statement of a new team of editors for 

Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik. His reference to ”objectivity” in quotation marks allows him to distance himself from more conventional views. Weber writes on how ”objectivity” should not be understood: it is neither the property of the object, nor a quality of the scholar, nor consensus among scholars. The problem of objectivity deals, rather, with the procedural question of how to discuss and judge the conceptual struggles in scholarly controversies. 

My thesis is that Weber upholds the value of ‘objectivity’ through rhetorically redescribing its meaning and scope. ‘Objectivity’ for Weber refers to the omnipresence and intellectual value of academic controversies. For this very reason he wants to construct a procedural principle for dealing with scholarly disputes. It is my point that Weber advocates a principle that has ‘fair play’ as its regulative idea. Historically this idea is connected with the rhetorical tradition of discussing any issues pro et contra, an idea that has been incarnated in the parliamentary procedure, the paradigm of a fair play. Weber’s discussion of objectivity is thus shaped by the idea that ‘objectivity‘ has been better realised in parliamentary politics than in the scholarly institutes, and he discusses in the articles modes and practices to transfer the parliamentary paradigm to the treatment of scholarly controversies.

The conventional downplay of controversies has led to a disinterest in the regulative procedures of academic disputes. Weber’s re-conceptualisation of ‘objectivity’ transfers, mutatis mutandis, the parliamentary procedures of speaking pro et contra to the process of academic controversies. In other words, scholars should accept that they have a lot to learn from parliamentary politicians in terms of their own activity. 

Certain key elements of parliamentary politics are, of course, notably absent from the academic political playing field, including the election of the parliamentarians and the majority principle, giving to the academic debates partly a different tone than what characterises the parliamentary ones. The point is not to offer advice on how to organise the discussion of conceptual controversies in academia, but to reinterpret the notion of objectivity in the political terms of fair play.  

Weber’s essay is a rhetorical move in its own academic-political context of the early twentieth-century German-speaking world. The analysis shall be complemented by discussions on ”objectivity” and the regulation of academic struggles on theories and concepts in Weber’s other ”methodological ” and political writings. The volume includes a separate chapter on  Weber’s 1918 parliament pamphlet, especially on his the critique of the monocratic vision of knowledge among the state officials and the possibility of their parliamentary control. This chapter both illustrates the role of scholarly controversies sketched in the ‘objectivity’ essay and hints to some practical device to a rhetorical control by the parliament of the monocratic view of knowledge. 

In the final chapter of my monograph, I discuss the actuality of the essay in terms of present views regarding the relations between scholarly and political activity. I shall pay specific attention to the ”rhetorical turn in the human sciences” and to the contemporary defences of the parliamentary style of politics. The volume can link the essay to contemporary academia and politics as well as provide a detailed illustration of its connection to the rhetorical paradigm of the parliamentary style of politics.

The monograph on Weber’s concept of objectivity and scholarly activity also guides other studies in the project. The analysis of his essay helps us to understand the crucial political role of the parliamentary procedure as well as the rhetorical and parliamentary view on conceptual history. I am also planning to publish a collection of my essays on Weber in German and English.

The Second Monograph: Parliamentarism: Procedure, Regime and Eloquence
”Parliamentarism” today refers primarily to the responsibility of the government to the parliament. My aim is to broaden this view by regarding speaking as the key parliamentary politics. This view also indicates the historical link between the parliamentary style of politics and rhetoric, which is one of the main topics of both my forthcoming book Politics of Limited Times and several recent articles. 

Unlike in the nineteenth century, studies of parliamentarism and rhetoric today remain disconnected from one another. It was the few remaining parliaments (in England and also in the Netherlands and Sweden) that upheld the rhetorical practices of speaking pro et contra during the rise of ‘absolute’ monarchies and the decline of academic rhetoric. The parliamentarisation of government offered new chances for rhetoric, and parliamentary eloquence became a genre of both political and literary histories, above all, in nineteenth-century Britain and France. My aim is to rewrite the conceptual history of parliamentarism from a perspective connecting the histories of parliamentary regime, procedure and eloquence as parts of the politics of dissensus.

The procedural principle of speaking in utramque partem is built into the rules and regulations of parliamentary speaking itself, although its forms and applications differ between parliaments. The parliamentarisation of the regime and democratisation of the polity led to changes in both styles of speaking and parliamentary procedure (see Erskine May, A Treatise on the Law, Privileges, Proceedings and Usage of the Parliament, first edition 1844, and Pierre De la procédure parlementaire 1887 and Redlich, Recht und Technik des Englischen Parlamentarismus 1905). During the political shift from the juxtaposition between government and parliament to that between the government and the opposition within the parliament, the classical rhetorical assumptions have been retained in the procedure. Their retention demanded a considerable amount of rhetorical imagination regarding the adoption of the procedural rules and practices, which is indebted to the rhetorical topoi, to the conditions of a new ”parliamentary” government. 

The classical works of parliamentary eloquence, such as William Gerard Hamilton’s maxims in Parliamentary Logick (published posthumously in 1808), Louis-Marie de Cormenin’s Le livre des orateurs (1844) and Earl Curzon’s Modern Parliamentary Eloquence (1913), emphasise the role of deliberation and debate. The government vs. opposition constellation in the parliament increased the political role of improvised speeches, replies and interruptions as well as the significance of the struggle over the agenda. Speaking became part of an MPs’ profession in the nineteenth century, before the official recognition of the full-time character of the parliamentarian’s activity.  

All this was evoked in the numerous nineteenth- and early twentieth-century literature on parliamentarism. Numerous British and French politicians, journalists, jurists, literary historians etc. have reflected on the parliamentary mode of speaking versus the mode of speaking in courts, churches and public meetings. This genre has recently received some attention (see Meisel, Public Speech and the Culture of Public Life in the Age of Gladstone, 2001, Mergel, Parlamentarische Kultur in der Weimarer Republik, 2002), but so far no one has undertaken a broader and more comparative political interpretation of the genre of parliamentary eloquence. One of the prerequisites for my monograph is the construction of a systematic political analysis of the debates on parliamentary eloquence, as a step connecting the genre with the conceptual history of parliamentarism in the rhetorical sense. 

Why, then, did the production of literature on parliamentary eloquence virtually cease in the 1920s and 1930s? Why was rhetoric no longer appreciated in politics? Or is this merely an optical illusion of posterior histories? Why do the present-day studies on ‘deliberative democracy’, the history and political role of the parliament, the imperative mandate or parliamentary immunity so seldom discuss the role of rhetoric in parliamentary regimes in any detail? To what extent has the rhetorical vision of parliamentarism been tacitly evoked in the recent attempts to revive parliamentary deliberation and debate in the wake of the decline of the party discipline? 

Taking Max Weber’s essays on Wahlrecht (1917) and Parlament (1918) as my points of departure, I insist on deliberation, as opposed to negotiation, as the distinctive rhetorical style of parliaments. Deliberation is based on the equality of citizens in general elections and the MPs debating and voting in the parliaments as well as to the democratic principle that votes shall be counted and not weighted. The main aspect of the deliberative style of parliamentary politics lies in the priority of the items to be discussed over the personal division within the parliament; every new issue contains a chance to revise the parliamentary divisions. Negotiations presuppose the presence of partners who make decisions by compromising with each other as opposed to by voting, and Weber staunchly insists that the attempts to reform parliaments and elections on the basis of negotiation is a throw back to the paradigm of feudal estates. 

From this perspective, the history of parliamentarism can also be linked to the opposition between freedom and dependence, as emphasised in Quentin Skinner’s recent work. Here, I emphasise the novelty of the parliament as a political arena as opposed to the estates, which did not operate with the deliberation between individual MPs. To this day, the principles of free mandate, parliamentary immunity and freedom of speech and the possibilities of the speaker to rotate speeches pro et contra remain valuable resources of the deliberative style of parliament. 

The deliberative character of parliamentary politics remains deeply embedded in the present-day procedures and practices. In his Le parlement de l’éloquence (1997), Nicolas Roussellier insists that the French Third Republic practices had their own rhetorical intelligibility. Although the practice of mutual persuasion seldom changes the outcome of the parliamentary vote nowadays, it remains crucial for the understanding of parliamentary deliberations. The parliamentary rhetoric transcends the government vs. opposition divide. The rhetorical struggles regarding the legitimacy of standpoints, the political career of the individual MPs and the introduction of new items on the political agenda all alter the political constellations.

Since the weakening of the party apparatus after the 1980s, we can also detect a renaissance of the independence of the MPs from their parties and the parliaments themselves from the government and administration (see Tomkins, Our Republican Constitution, 2005), which deserves closer analysis. I will take this up by discussing some of the recent literature on parliamentary regimes and the changes in the parliamentary procedures as well as in some exemplary analyses of the parliamentary eloquence that is discernable in certain European parliamentary regimes. In addition to the discussions on parliamentarism amongst scholars, the procedural debates as well as the self-reflections of MPs, obviously all play a central role. 

The parliamentary debates themselves will clearly serve as the primary sources. The difficulty lies in weeding through the enormous number of available sources in order to find the most relevant ones. The first step will be to look for debates that deal with the parliament itself. They will likely include themes such as parliamentary and constitutional reforms, procedural debates, the status and the payment of the MPs, the acceptance of interruptions and the limits of the ‘parliamentary’ language as well as the debates surrounding the powers of the parliament in relation to the government and officialdom, the judiciary, the parties etc. Similarly, the powers of the parliaments on the state, sub-state and supra-state (EU) levels will also be considered.

The completion of a comprehensive monograph will take three years. It will be complemented with articles written in the international context of networks and projects on parliamentarism and rhetoric studies.

The Third Monogragh: Toward a Conceptual History of Parliamentary Regimes

In the third part of the project, I will sketch a research programme for the conceptual history of European politics based on parliamentary sources. I will combine programmatic, methodological and exemplary studies on both individual concepts and the political use of concepts in debates in a single volume consisting of both diachronic analyses of the use of concepts within the same parliaments and synchronic studies on concepts in different parliaments. 

The parliamentary sources serve as a critical tool in conceptual histories. The huge number of debates may allow us to get a closer view of the regularisation and habitualisation of certain conceptions, improving our chances to distinguish between typical and untypical conceptual moves. The very number of parliamentary sources may also offer us better grounds for detecting individual conceptual innovations and revisions which have yet to be recognised by any other scholars. With the parliamentary sources I can both date the change in and further sharpen the nine topoi of the activity of politics I have presented in my monograph The Struggle with Time. 

In my The Politics of Limited Times, I have sketched a typology of political times based on four temporal layers (individual lifetime, momentum, time-span and calendar) in order to better understand the specific political horizons of time in parliamentary regimes. Accordingly, the use of political concepts in the parliamentary style of politics can be assumed to have regular and recurrent breaking and endpoints, openings of new horizons and their fading from use, deadlines and marked political events, all of which may both limit and challenge the chances for conceptual innovations. In terms of the history of political concepts, the attention paid to conceptual changes is related to these temporal layers, and the parliamentary sources enjoy conceptual and historical priority. 

As we can already detect from Hamilton’s maxims, the parliamentary regime supports conceptual innovation. Because parliamentary politics operates with relatively short term yet regular and recurrent chances for political revision, this also shapes the modes and rhythms of conceptual revision. In parliamentary politics, the changes worth discussing deal with the revision of concepts through individual politicians, the conceptual revisions which affect the powers within the parliament or challenge the existing parliamentary constellation.

Politicians in parliamentary regimes are destined to be creative; they live in a highly competitive environment, their views are regularly challenged and they are obliged to invent something new in order to prove their competence as politicians. The analysis of the conceptual innovations produced by the parliamentarians involved in the debate appears to be a highly promising approach to the study of conceptual revisions. 

One of the most challenging aspects of the study of the conceptual changes within the parliamentary debates lies in the perspective of the history of losers. Conceptual innovations tend to get lost in parliamentary speeches, particularly when they do not have an immediate effect on political constellations. Analogously to Quentin Skinner’s aim of directing our attention to minor works in the study of political thought, the time has come to focus on the unnoticed innovations, revisions and modifications of political concepts that occur within parliamentary debates.

The character of this study is experimental in terms of the collection, reading, analysis and estimation of the value of a huge number of parliamentary sources. As regards the traditional written versions of the debates, one of the preconditions for their analysis is that they be strictly selected on the basis of the existing knowledge of both their character and political significance. In terms of the comparative analysis of conceptual changes, the digitalised versions are better adapted to Wittgenstein’s dictum that the meaning of concepts lies in their use. The digitalisation has thus far mainly been restricted to the period since 1990, with a few exceptions 

The role of the conceptual changes which have occurred over the course of debates represents one obvious object of study. Such debates also illustrate how genuine debates tend to strengthen dissensus in terms of their conceptualisation. We should also focus on debates in which the conceptual revisions have actually modified the initial proposals or introduced a decisive split within the parliamentary majority. We can pose the following question, however: How and to what extent can the conceptual changes in parliamentary debates be strategically taken up within a debate and turned into tools of the parliamentary game?

The shifting legitimacy of concepts that do not have an immediate impact on policy, such as more long-term changes, relate either to parliamentarisation and democratisation or to the layers of political time. For example, we can detect a shift in the political constellations in Britain during the 1860s which facilitated the democratisation of the franchise, although it did stopped short of actually introducing it. This also refers to the conceptual comparison of political rhythms and profiles. We can indeed sketch somewhat of a comparative timetable of the conceptual history of democratisation and parliamentarisation in European politics, for example by analysing the opposite value of two given concepts in early twentieth-century Britain and Germany. 

The role of parliamentarians is directly related to the conceptual history of parliamentarism in the conceptual revision and innovation which took place in strictly parliamentary regimes during in the era of democratised or at least extended suffrage since the last third of the nineteenth century. In this respect, specific attention shall be paid to the debates on suffrage and the relationships between parliament and government, and eventually also to other constitutional reforms and their relationships to the European Union. The conceptual disputes on the internal vocabulary of the parliamentary procedures and practices also serve an obvious topic to be studied. 
The experimental character of the volume also makes it difficult to keep to a strict schedule. The chapters can be written systematically in the context of both the conferences organised by the Centre of Excellence and the other co-operative projects on conceptual history and parliamentary rhetoric in which I am involved. The aim is to complete a new volume at the end of my Academy Professorship, complemented by articles written on demand and published in other fora.

