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Présentation

Current Research categories/Topics  (sections on motivation, objectives, outcomes/activities)
1. DEMOCRACY, Equality and the Ethics of VotingMy research here is a development of older work on compulsory voting and the secret ballot, that led me to wonder whether we should vote for ‘the common good’? As in most things, there seem to be multiple, partly conflicting, ethical demands that we need to consider when voting – whether we look at elections from the perspective of ‘ideal theory’ or, as I usually do, from a more realistic perspective. Yet much of the academic literature makes it sound as though the only right way is to vote for the ‘common good’ of one’s fellow citizens. The reason for this position is the assumption that the alternative is to vote on one’s self-interest.  That assumption, however, is not persuasive, because we can easily imagine more cosmopolitan, egalitarian, environmentally-aware and future-generations-conscious ways of voting between privileging the good of one’s fellow citizens and focusing only on one’s own good. So, in considering whether people have a duty to vote, whether they should vote openly rather than secretly, and whether it would be better to replace the practice of elections and voting with lotteries, it is as well to consider the complexity of the choices that people face as voters. Links to different papers
In fact, part of the point of REDEM, the European Research project which I lead (2019 -22) was, precisely, to explore that complexity in light of mounting alienation from electoral politics throughout the EU and differentially rates of electoral abstention which mean that the young vote at rates much lower than the old, and that poorer, less-educated voters vote much less frequently than their wealthier and educationally advantaged peers.  If voting can be ethically demanding and morally painful for anyone, it is often voters on the left, rather than the political right who are asked to ‘hold their noses’ and to vote for a candidate that they really don’t like in order to avoid the accession to office of someone much worse.  If so, the unequal distribution of the moral burdens of voting may itself be a factor in explaining differential patterns of abstention; and the frequency of those demands may play a role in permanently alienating people from electoral politics. Because voters are moral agents, not just the point at which different social forces intersect, attention to the ethics of voting can illuminate voters behaviour and highlight the interplay between social inequalities, institutional constraints (including constitutional ones) and the political outcomes. Link to Redem
My research in this area now concerns the relationship between the right to vote and the right to stand as a representative of others, and the way that this underappreciated, but important, democratic right ought to shape the ways we think about the rights of citizens as voters, as well as representatives. In due course, I hope to explore its implications for the relationship between voters, candidates and parties, and for the way we think about the funding of electoral politics in democracies. Links…
I have just written (and published) a bunch of papers on democracy, sortition and elections, focusing particularly on the conceptions of equality and accountability at stake in the ways we understand democracy. links As a result of this work, I am now particularly interested in thinking about what democratic citizens can be accountable to each other for doing, or failing to do as voters, as jurors, as members of different deliberative and advisory bodies and as elected representatives.  Link
Finally, I am trying to get a better sense of the demands of formal equality in legal and political contexts, given that the demands of procedural equality have to be sensitive to the substantive differences between democratic and undemocratic government – though it will probably take me quite a while to make progress in this area!
My hope is that the collections of papers and talks that make up my research in this area will eventually become part of a book that links my early work on the ethics of voting – largely motivated by questions about the value of privacy for democratic government – to a body of research focused on the ethics and politics of democratic elections, which has occupied me in the past few years.
2. Satire and DemocracyMy research here was motivated by the murder of Samuel Paty – a French teacher who had shown some satirical cartoons of Mohamed to students in his civics class in ‘collège’. I was struck by the fact that immediate debate after his murder – as after the murders of the cartoonists associated with the satirical magazine, Charlie Hebdo, was dominated by talk about freedom, equality, toleration and the like, but had nothing specifically to say about the particular type of expression at issue – namely, satirical cartoons.  And so, over the past few years, I have developed a research project, along with a relatively informal network of other scholars, to try to understand the challenges that satire poses for democracies – particularly in the age of the internet. So far, my contribution to that project has largely consisted in grant-writing and I still have to write up my ideas in other forms.  However, in October 2022 we held a conference on satire and democracy link which, I hope, will be the first of several, and the grant which made that possible has also funded some interdisciplinary research that will be appearing on the site shortly.My own interest is in the duties of politicians – as distinct from teachers, cartoonists, parents, readers – to foster dialogue and the search for mutual understanding, despite bitter substantive disagreement about the value of satire and the forms that it can take in a democracy. In France, we hear a great deal about the duties of everyone except politicians in this matter.  Yet as conflict over satire has been a feature of European politics since the start of the ‘Rushdie Affair’ in 1988, we might expect our politicians to expect continuing conflict in this area, and to consider what forms of state-supported representation, dialogue and public deliberation might be used to pre-empt, as well as to respond to it. As in economic and other matters, basic rights and duties set a framework withing which collective solutions to common problems must be explored.  I am therefore doubtful that getting the right conception of ‘laicité’, or some other value, will be sufficient to determine how democracies should handle satire – and am therefore interested in exploring the way the moral and political shape the different ways we can think about, and regulate satirical expression democratically.
3. Methodology,  Democracy and EqualityI have long been interested in the methodological implications of valuing democracy, and the different ways in which we can organise societies democratically. Link I have now taught an MA seminar on methodology and epistemology for many years, varying the content from year to year – although core elements of the course always include weeks on thought experiments and what social scientists might call ‘comparative’ methods; on internal critique and interpretive reconstruction, as well as on the challenges of thinking about race and gender and their relationship to each other.  Issues of methodology affect the ways I think about constitutionalism and its relationship to democracy, as well as topics such as racial profiling, or freedom of religion. Link
However, methodological challenges are now figuring in my work in a rather different way – through my collaboration with Lou Safra, a cognitive scientist who is a member of Cevipof, the research lab at Sciences Po, of which I am a member.  Our work together started during the pandemic, based on our exasperation with ways of thinking about the Covid as an exogenous threat to our societies whose ravages had nothing to do with the types of society we are, the ways in which we typically organise work and travel, or access to leisure, food, healthcare and the like. Link Since then, however, we have started to explore other questions related to citizens’ relationship to each other - in particular, to their ability to see and treat each other as equals.
One of the frustrating things about being a political theorist is that it is often hard to find data on things that would illuminate the issues you are interested in because social scientists and historians are often indifferent to the particular issue that, from a philosophical perspective, it would be especially desirable to know more about.  One area where this lack is particularly painful for me – and where I am still seeking research partners – is on the experience of women in Switzerland who lived through the change from a constitutional, but undemocratic, government to one that was constitutional and democratic.  What getting the vote meant to them then, and what in retrospect, they think its significance is strikes me as something that might really help philosophers and social scientists to think about the value of democratic voting rights – and better to understand the relationship between constitutional government and the protection of civil rights and democratic rights to vote and be a politician.
However, there is much that we don’t understand about the way people think about each other as political agents and political subjects. And so what we are exploring now, is the scope for online experiments to illuminate people’s conceptions of their responsibilities to each other and of their political capacities and skills.  Link Empirical information – let alone experimental information – is unlikely to resolve any matter of philosophical interest. But it can help us to see whether the sorts of psychological assumptions, often implicit and unacknowledged in political and philosophical research, are likely to be well-founded, and to tease out the different factors that may be affecting people’s behaviour, self-conceptions, relationships.  In short, experimental research, along with other social scientific research, can prod us to refine our concepts, explore different ways of understanding basic values and can suggest new lines of social-theoretic explanation. In turn, philosophy can motivate and, hopefully, contribute to more experimental forms of political analysis. Hopefully, putting the pieces together will provide substantively interesting, as well as methodologically fruitful ways of exploring the interplay between the personal and the political characteristic of democratic politics.
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