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PART I 

The Need for Radical Poise 

We are now witnessing the highest levels of displacement on record… By 
May 2024, more than 120 million individuals have been forcibly displaced 
worldwide [including 68.3 internally displaced persons] as a result of 
persecution, conflict, violence or human rights violations. 

—The United Nations Refugee Agency1 

The term radical poise may seem out of place at best in any effort 
to end the political violence that has led to this unprecedented level 
of forced displacement throughout the world. What possible formative 
peacebuilding role can a mere stance such as poise play at this time? In 
what sense if any can poise be radical? How can the arts and humanities 
be anything more than minor accompaniments to material development 
and humanitarian intervention against forced displacement? 

Answers to these questions are neither simple nor obvious. The main 
idea is that when appropriately cultivated through a democratic political 
education in the arts and humanities, radical poise in theory and radically 
poised processions in practice together have the potential to limit nega-
tive political emotions such as anger, hatred, and fear and to coordinate 
a counter-vailing set of political virtues (self-restraint, resistance, polit-
ical respect, humility, and protest) necessary for everyday peacebuilding.

1 “Refugee Facts,” United Nations Refugee Agency, accessed November 21, 2024, 
https://www.unrefugees.org/refugee-facts/statistics. 

https://www.unrefugees.org/refugee-facts/statistics


2 PART I: THE NEED FOR RADICAL POISE

Fighting fire with fire too often has only accelerated the spread of political 
violence. Sincere calls for empathy, compassion, and forgiveness to heal 
the damage done by political violence by themselves have not fared much 
better. Radical poise and its constituent political virtues offer a collective 
path forward that is neither a continuation of the status quo nor a future 
in which power over forcibly displaced persons devolves into ever more 
extreme cycles of political violence. 

While the impetus for this book is what the United Nations Refugee 
Agency called in 2024 the highest level of displacement on record, the 
demos of everyday peacebuilding is not made up of forcibly displaced 
persons alone. Everyday peacebuilding through democratic political 
education cultivates a wider demos that includes, in addition to forcibly 
displaced persons, their families and associates left behind, their new allies 
among professional counter-elites, and fugitives from political violence 
who have eluded forced displacement but remain fearful yet undaunted in 
its shadows. This emergent demos also will include some of the bystanders 
who, to one degree or another, have become coolly accommodated to 
and not yet adequately aware of their responsibilities as beneficiaries of 
the harmful consequences of political violence. 

Everyday Peacebuilding through Democratic Political Education: The 
need for radical poise builds upon my earlier reflections on the theory and 
practice of political education and a series of practical efforts to design 
political education democratically on a local scale. My earliest reflections 
on political education centered on Anglo-American liberal political theo-
rists, followed by an exploration of how poetry, theater, photography, 
film, and other art forms can prompt more critical self-reflection on the 
political responsibilities of everyday bystanders to political violence. At 
the same time, I began to participate in a series of community engage-
ment projects using the visual and performing arts in Mali at a promising 
yet brief moment of peacebuilding and democratic reform, plus parallel 
peace education community engagement projects with refugee students 
and marginalized youth in Michigan. The work in Mali illustrates how a 
process of everyday peacebuilding through democratic political education 
can be imagined from the bottom up and the middle out at a time when 
autocratic rulers and their followers, as Eva Illouz and Avital Sicron have 
argued in The Emotional Life of Populism,2 do not feel that democracy

2 Eva Illouz and Avital Sicron, The Emotional Life of Populism: How Fear, Disgust, 
Resentment, and Love Undermine Democracy (Polity Press, 2023). 
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can or should have a place in their lives. In fact, often they are openly 
hostile to it. 

In the course of this collaborative work in Mali, we have found that the 
arts and humanities can play a significant part in the process of everyday 
peacebuilding through democratic political education. Through combina-
tions of still and moving images, emotionally honest stories, empowering 
reenactments, uplifting choreography, and steadfast refusals, the arts 
and humanities have demonstrated the capacity to reorient viewers and 
listeners toward power and violence so that they are better able to 
actively participate in this self-critical formative process. The demos can 
do more than passively bear witness to acts of violence, although there 
is an element of witnessing in their expressions and performances of 
radical poise. How the arts and humanities cultivate radical poise and 
its constituent political virtues will depend upon the form the arts and 
humanities take and the context in which they are practiced. In the right 
circumstances and in diverse ways, the arts and humanities can deepen 
emotional intelligence, widen the framework for understanding collec-
tive political responsibility, and gradually cultivate in the demos what the 
philosopher José Medina has called an “enactive imagination.” 

But before describing this process, let me step back briefly and trace 
the path that brought me to this point. In Intimacy and Spectacle: Liberal 
Theory as Political Education,3 I argued that the writings of major figures 
in the history of liberal political theory (Immanuel Kant, John Stuart 
Mill, and John Rawls) have played significant roles in the making of 
liberal citizens as clients and consumers whose orientation toward power 
combines trust in expert authority and faith in spectacular showmanship, 
resulting in a docile yet stubborn acceptance of politics as expert poli-
cymaking. The making of liberal citizens, or what I call their political 
education, has not been primarily a matter of didactic moral instruction. 
It has depended upon the dialogical way in which the writings of these 
philosophers and their acolytes have become part of a discursive liberal 
political tradition. This dominant liberal ideology rests on neo-colonial 
beliefs in state-building and national sovereignty. For Mill, that meant a 
faith in national representative government, with a rebuttable presump-
tion against intervention in the affairs of other states. For Rawls, the rights 
and duties of citizens of a sovereign “well-ordered society” are qualified

3 Stephen L. Esquith, Intimacy and Spectacle: Liberal Theory as Political Education 
(Cornell University Press, 1994). 
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by a duty to protect individuals in other states when their human rights 
(including a right to minimum subsistence) have been violated and by a 
duty to help other states develop their own capacity to guarantee a level 
of minimum subsistence. As far as the need for global governance, in 
1999 Rawls admiringly agreed with Immanuel Kant who had written in 
Perpetual Peace (1795) that a world government would become either a 
global despotism or a fragile empire riddled with civil strife. 

Liberal theories of politics as expert policymaking and private 
consumption have functioned as forms of political education, even 
though they contain very few explicit theories of political education. 
They have accomplished this through the stories they have told about 
their own genealogy and the polyphonic speech genres in which they 
have told these stories. My initial interpretation of this liberal tradition 
ended by promising a more democratic political theory that could serve 
as a form of political education capable of loosening the grip of a state-
centered clientelism and consumerism by re-orienting citizens toward the 
actual structures of corporatist power and what has become known as 
neo-liberalism. The democratic alternative that I recommended but did 
not flesh out in Intimacy and Spectacle was inspired by Ralph Waldo 
Emerson. In his Journals, Emerson wrote, “Let us be poised, and wise, 
and our own, today amidst this vertigo of shows and politics.”4 It was 
this sentence in particular that caught my attention amid today’s dizzying 
spectacle of clientism, consumerism, and political violence. 

In The Political Responsibilities of Everyday Bystanders,5 I explored ways 
in which bystander beneficiaries of political violence could learn to recog-
nize their complicity in political violence through the lens of artists such as 
William Kentridge, Sebastião Salgado, and Claude Lanzmann “amidst this 
vertigo of shows and politics.” As political violence has escalated, I have 
looked beyond the responsibilities of everyday bystanders to the polit-
ical education of a heterogeneous demos. Everyday Peacebuilding through 
Democratic Political Education develops an overarching political virtue of 
radical poise capable of (1) coordinating the constituent political virtues 
and emotions of self-restraint, resistance, humility, political respect for 
civic dignity, and protest to counter the political violence that fuels forced

4 Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Experience” in Essays: Second Series, in The Complete Works 
of Ralph Waldo Emerson, 2nd edition., ed. Joel Myerson (AMS Press, 1979). 

5 Stephen L. Esquith, The Political Responsibilities of Everyday Bystanders, (Penn State  
University Press, 2010). 
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displacement and (2) constituting a more inclusive demos that embodies 
these coordinated political virtues and emotions in the exercise of political 
power with one another, not over others. 

The term radical poise may sound strange, not just unfamiliar. I first 
heard Sheldon Wolin use it in the early 1970s to describe an orienta-
tion toward political struggle that is needed by an emergent political 
community, the demos, that is divided and under assault. Today, the fog 
of war is thickening once more, and the very idea of a democratic polit-
ical community sometimes can seem as out of reach now as it may have 
seemed to Emerson during the Civil War in the United States and to 
Wolin during the United States led war in Southeast Asia. To be radically 
poised in such moments of political vertigo is to be actively and imagi-
natively committed to expanding a diverse demos peacefully even when it 
seems to be splintering further apart. 

To be radical in contexts such as these is to resist and protest against 
the cycles of hatred that sustain political violence, and at the same time 
to do this with humility and respect for the political dignity of others. To 
be radical is not to take an entrenched position against all forms of polit-
ical violence, but to remain self-critically aware of the dangerous dialectic 
of power and violence so that political violence does not have time or 
space to take root. Radical poise is dynamically balanced poise, not a 
form of extremism, as some predatory demagogues have said all forms 
of radicalism are.



CHAPTER 1  

Introduction 

Where do we find ourselves? We wake and find ourselves on a stair; 
there are stairs below us, which we seem to have ascended; there are 
stairs above us, many a one, which go upward and out of sight. 

—Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Experience”.1 

Emerson’s characterization of experience as an uncertain process of 
climbing stairs and always being in mid-step, one foot pushing off from 
below and the other tentatively landing on the step above never quite sure 
where the process will end, is particularly true of political experience; but 
with two important qualifications. 

First, political experience is an imperfectly shared process. There is 
more than one staircase, not all of them connect, and we are rarely if 
ever alone on them. Political experience is the experience of a plurality 
of diverse individuals and groups within and across borders, crisscrossing, 
pushing, pulling, and sometimes lending one another a hand. Second, 
political experience is not always an upward journey. There is backsliding, 
diplomatic stalemate, and unholy alliances, all with their own uncertain-
ties, often leading back “to one’s shock, exactly where one had started.”2 

The famous 1960 lithograph by M.C. Escher, Ascending and Descending, 
captures this vertiginous feeling of seemingly inescapable “shock,” even 
when we feel that we have reached the top floor (Fig. 1.1).3

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
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Fig. 1.1 M.C. Escher, Ascending and Descending, lithograph, first printed in 
March 1960 © 2024 The M.C. Escher Company-The Netherlands. All rights 
reserved. www.mcescher.com 

As important as political experience is for the acquisition of democratic 
knowledge capable of complementing and correcting academic research 
and professional expertise, learning from this experience requires a polit-
ical education beyond mastering a strategic bargaining calculus or sheer 
muscle memory. The exigencies of an imperfectly shared political life, with 
its dialectic of power and violence, require a political education that is at

http://www.mcescher.com
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once collective and self-critical. One can see this symbolized in this Escher 
drawing by the concentric patterns of figures walking in opposite direc-
tions and the two lone figures in the side courtyard and on the front steps, 
but who are still insiders pondering their collective fate. 

From an outsider’s perspective political experience is a gradual layering 
process, and everyday peacebuilding through democratic political educa-
tion is, in Catherine M. Coles apt phrase, the deconstructive “delamina-
tion” of this layering process so that the cultivation of radical poise can 
occur.4 Delamination exposes the residues, the glue, and the open spaces 
between layers, that is, the ambiguities, the uncertainties, and the oppor-
tunities most visible from offstage that may guide an emergent demos 
of citizens, prospective citizens, and conditional citizens in this delam-
ination process. The border between citizens and non-citizens is never 
permanent as refugees, fugitives, immigrants, and other forcibly displaced 
persons press for greater inclusion.5 Democratic political education, like 
the demos itself, is at best an imperfect work in progress. 

An emergent demos of citizens, conditional citizens, and potential citi-
zens—whatever their formal legal status—must learn to limit the negative 
political emotions of fear, anger, hatred, and resentment (their own as 
well as those of others) that drive the cycles of political violence in rich 
and poor countries alike. In addition to being victims of these cycles of 
political violence, an emergent demos also runs the risk of becoming 
a force for populist political violence. Everyday peacebuilding through 
democratic political education is a necessary but not a sufficient condi-
tion for limiting these negative political emotions and for cultivating the 
political virtues needed for an alternative, more democratic orientation 
toward power; one that values and exercises power with other members 
of a demos, not power over them. These demotic political virtues include, 

• The knowledge and ability to act and speak with self-restraint in 
the face of political violence, matched by the ability to resist acts of 
political violence against oneself and others.6 

• The knowledge and ability to maintain humility in the exercise of 
political power, matched by the ability to demonstrate respect for 
the civic dignity of others who are victims of political violence. 

• The knowledge and ability to protest non-violently against structural 
and symbolic forms of political violence. 

• The knowledge and ability to proceed with self-reflective and collec-
tive radical poise to coordinate this constellation of political virtues.
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In the context in which the arrogance of power and the fog of war 
(and peace) can lead to cycles of political violence, individual members of 
an emergent demos may fail to recognize threats to the political dignity 
of others and to themselves, not only the threat of material deprivation. 
They may fail to see how symbolic and structural violence gradually can 
become overt forms of physical violence. Radical poise is necessary to 
coordinate the political virtues needed to avoid these dangers and break 
the cycle of violence that too often defines political experience. 

For those who have been forcibly displaced, have benefited from forced 
displacement, or have just become aware of their complicity in this type 
of political violence, to maintain a radically poised stance is a continuing 
process of political learning. Radical poise is not a standing position but 
rather a pedagogical and emotional procession. It must be reconstituted 
through a formative process of resistance and protest on the one side 
and self-restraint, political respect, and humility on the other. Dignity 
and hope,7 while not political virtues themselves, play important ancil-
lary roles in this process that demands the demos learn to see its shared 
fate from both an inside (Emerson) and an outside (Cole) perspective. 

Before going any further, I should enter one important caveat. The 
distinction between negative political emotions and political virtues is 
not yet another version of the traditional Western philosophical binary 
between emotion and reason. In the delaminating process of everyday 
peacebuilding, there are situations in which radically poised acts of protest 
motivated by anger and fear can lead to a more inclusive demos. In these 
cases, anger and fear can fuel political virtues, but in a contrapuntal way. 
For example, the balance between self-restraint and resistance depends 
upon a self-critical understanding of the importance of strong emotions 
for everyday peacebuilding, not the repression of all forms of anger and 
fear. The constituent political virtues coordinated by radical poise are 
not dispassionate and free from emotion. Paired together, these political 
virtues of self-restraint and resistance, when appropriately modulated, can 
be angry and fearful, but not always. The coordination of these emotion-
ally charged political virtues and the constitution of an overarching radical 
poise together are designed to limit, not repress all negative political 
emotions and disrupt, not deny the dialectic of power and violence. 

This leads to a third ancillary term: struggle. Unlike strict adherence 
to moral imperatives and unwavering expressions of moral virtue which 
can be used to justify both armed struggle and pacifism, everyday peace-
building is a struggle against assaults on the dignity of the demos and


