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The title of Peter Steinberger’s Rationalism in Politics
signals a direct engagement with Michael Oakeshott’s
(1962) famous essay of the same name. But where Oake-
shott is one of the many thinkers who believe politics is
fundamentally not about rational argumentation, evi-
dence, and reason giving, Steinberger mounts a defense
for just that view. Politics, he argues, is essentially and in
the first instance about claims with “propositional
content”: “a structure of truth-oriented argumentation
deeply implicated in the rational pursuit of propositions
about how things in the world really are” (p. 6).
Steinberger says his is a minority view, and hence

necessary. Oakeshott wrote in the previous century, but
Steinberger points to the many ways in which “non- and
antirationalist” (p. 5) views are again dominant. The
beginning of the book canvasses these views in many
different strands of political theory: in Hannah Arendt,
and the voluminous scholarship her work still inspires; in
the more recent “aesthetic,” “affective,” and “post-
humanist” turns; and even in contemporary cognitive
science and neuroscience, some of which has informed
political theorists (he mentions William Connolly’s 2002
book Neuropolitics). Steinberger grounds his own argument
on mid-to-late twentieth-century analytic philosophy, on
approaches he calls “post-Kantian” and which he argues
contemporary political theorists should engagemore actively.
Some philosophers in that tradition, too, have rejected

rationalism. It is in fact debates among analytic philoso-
phers that frame Steinberger’s discussion in the first two of
the three-chapter book. In modern analytic epistemology
and the philosophy of mind, the debate has been between
“internalism” and “externalism,” which means a debate
about what beliefs are and whether cognition is, at least in
principle, accessible and intelligible to the person doing
the thinking. The internalists say it is; externalists deny
this. The latter call the internalist position “themyth of the
mental.” Although Steinberger focuses on analytic philos-
ophers—people such as W. V. O. Quine, Wilfred Sellars,
Hilary Putnam, Donald Davidson, John Searle, and more
recently Robert Brandom and John McDowell—he
points to the ways in which thinkers more familiar to
political theorists embrace externalist views: most notably
Martin Heidegger, as well as contemporary political the-
orists such as Linda Zerilli and Sharon Krause.
In chapter 1, Steinberger’s approach is primarily critical:

he aims to show why many thinkers in the now-capacious

categories of externalism and nonrationalism actually pre-
suppose rationalist commitments. This is the basis for his
argument in chapter 2: if even externalists end up pre-
supposing “a system of truth-claims, a conceptual appara-
tus, a universe of discourse” (p. 114), then perforce all
thought and action must fundamentally be “a rational
enterprise.”
One valuable contribution of the book is to cut across

many distinctions and cleavages familiar to political theo-
rists. The rationalism Steinberger offers has little to do
with those practices of deliberative democracy critics
disparage as a vision of politics as a graduate seminar. It
has even less to do with and makes no assumptions about
individual rationality. Steinberger even rejects normative
and methodological individualism (pp. 168–70). He
argues that thinkers as different as Arendt and John Rawls
make the same mistake of failing to understand that
politics is fundamentally rationalist, with metaphysical
commitments.
All this is valuable, whether one agrees with Steinberger

or not. I wonder whether the critical engagement con-
vinces readers. Steinberger’s argumentative strategy par-
ticularly in the first chapter is common in much analytic
philosophy: he takes up a position held by a foil, considers
its implications, and adduces a counterexample that calls
either some of the implications or the presuppositions of
the position into question. Having spent my academic
training in that world, I cannot recall that strategy often
changing minds. It is a question of the sociology of
knowledge about what kinds of arguments end up win-
ning debates. Even in science—understood in the broad
German sense of Wissenschaft, which includes most disci-
plines—rational arguments seldom carry the day, or carry
the day alone. That need not be a failure because argu-
ments, like Steinberger’s, nevertheless may advance the
discussion. If the nonrationalists are as dominant as Stein-
berger says they are, it is good to cast a skeptical eye.
And there is much merit to his argument, at least if one

shares some of Steinberger’s post-Kantian commitments
(as I do). First, there is no thought-independent access to
the world: we cannot prove (as philosophers such as Plato
or Descartes thought we could) anything with certainty
about a mind-independent world. The second is that we
can only make sense of the mind-independent world with
the concepts we have. This leads to a rationalism where
truth claims are warranted when they are consistent with
the wide system of beliefs we have, some explicit but most
either tacit or implicit.
But what does this mean for politics? Steinberger gets to

this explicitly in chapter 3. Politics as a rationalist enterprise
means that “political activity is just the attempt to arrive at
coherent and argumentatively justified answers to difficult
questions of public consequence” (p. 146). He does not
deny that people engage in politics for self-interested or
aesthetic reasons or even entirely thoughtlessly. Even then,
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he argues, the engagement is intelligible as political action
only against an unavoidable propositional content about the
world—that is, beliefs about the way the world is or the way
it ought to be. Even when the agent herself is not conscious
of that belief, the action is subject to rational reconstruction.
Some readers will find this a thin ledge from which to

launch either a concrete political argument or an argument
about politics in a pluralistic society. Vaccines work and
anthropogenic climate change is real, but the Socratic
elenchus Steinberger occasionally seems to propose
(p. 161) as our tool feels inadequate against staunch and
so often irrational refusals by those who deny both. Still, I
find it hopeful to think there is a need for rational
justification in our debates even with all the burdens of
judgment our messy psychologies put in our way.
It takes some effort to appreciate the book. At times,

Rationalism in Politics is not very reader-friendly. Stein-
berger explicitly says the book is meant for political theorists
(p. ix), but I wonder how many are as familiar with the
analytic philosophy debates as he seems to assume. Some-
times, he very helpfully lays out an idea or a particular
philosopher’s position, but equally often he writes in a
conceptual shorthand that may leave a reader reaching for
the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. For example, “Gri-
cean flouting” (p. 70), “Gettier problems” (p. 98), and even
“Kant’s third antinomy” (p. 154) probably ought to be
explained and not just mentioned. This air of writing for
those already in the know is exacerbated by the almost total
absence of first names in Steinberger’s prose. By itself, this is
minor (and may well be an editorial decision by the
publisher), but the effect for some readersmay be alienating.
It will also be confusing for those readers who mistakenly
think the analytic philosopher Strawson whom Steinberger
discusses is the contemporary Galen Strawson, a frequent
contributor to the Times Literary Supplement, and not
Galen’s late father, P. F. Strawson.
Despite these challenges, the payoff of Steinberger’s

book is an appreciation of a kind of rationalism that is
subtler than critics from Oakeshott onward have claimed.
It would be facile to claim that any causal links connect the
nonrationalist trends in political theory to the contempo-
rary politics of “post-truth,” but it is heartening to encoun-
ter a thoughtfully argued and plausible case against the
very concept of post-truth politics.

Algorithmic Reason: The New Government of Self and
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— Jennifer Forestal , Loyola University Chicago
jforestal@luc.edu

By now, pointing out the ubiquity and sophistication of
algorithmic decision-making—and the challenges it pre-
sents—seems obvious. Alongside public-facing experiments

like ChatGPT and DALL-E, there is no shortage of
excellent work by scholars and cultural critics attempting
to unpack the promises, pitfalls, and possibilities of AI
technology. In Algorithmic Reason: The New Government of
Self and Other, Claudia Aradau and Tobias Blanke con-
tribute to these ongoing discussions by offering their own
conceptual framework—the titular “algorithmic reason”—
with which to make sense of the ways that algorithms are
transforming not just thewaywewrite term papers ormake
art, but the very way we think about the world.

While much of the public discussion around algorithms
and public life focuses on the proper role and scope of
algorithmic decision-making, as well as “how to ensure its
legitimacy, efficiency, and fairness” (p. 9), Aradau and
Blanke instead approach algorithms as embodying a par-
ticular political rationality. “Algorithmic reason,” they
argue, is a “new government of self and other” (p. 3) that
“redraws the boundaries among those to be brought
within the remit of government: the part and the whole,
the individual and the population, self and other” (p. 8).
Just like other political rationalities—like neoliberalism
and statistical reasoning—algorithmic reason is a way of
knowing that has implications for how we govern and are
governed by others.

But the novelty of algorithmic reason, argue Aradau and
Blanke, is that it blurs the distinction between large and
small. Instead of focusing exclusively, or even primarily, on
the large-scale population or the single individual, algo-
rithms move continuously between the two scales: they
both break down, or “decompose,” the large into the small
and “recompose,” or reassemble, the small into the large.
Rather than remaining limited to either the macro- or
micro-level, algorithmic reason dismantles the very dis-
tinction between these two categories. As a “political
rationality,” then, algorithmic reason “produces knowl-
edge about individuals and populations to conduct their
conduct and enables decisions that draw lines between self
and other” (p. 14). The result, Aradau and Blanke show
throughout the book, is a breakdown of conventional
political categories into more amorphous and ever-shifting
distinctions: enemies become “anomalies,” infrastructure
becomes “platforms,” and “value” is generated not from
new content but merely new combinations.

To make their case, Aradau and Blanke organize the
book around a series of “scenes” through which they
demonstrate, first, how algorithmic reason is shifting
governance techniques in, for example, predictive policing
(Chapter 2), national security (Chapter 3), and the plat-
form economy (Chapters 4 and 5). In the final section of
the book, the authors suggest ways that current approaches
to addressing certain technological challenges fail to
account for the effects of algorithmic rationality. Instead,
through discussions of AI ethics (Chapter 6), facial recog-
nition accountability (Chapter 7), and state and platform
governance practices (Chapter 8), Aradau and Blanke offer
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