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Scott Henkel’s Direct Democracy focuses on the literary history of the 
Americas in the long nineteenth century to address one of the central ques-
tions in political philosophy: How can people replace oppressive, hierarchi-
cal political systems without simply substituting one hierarchical system 
for another? Attempts to overthrow capitalist colonialism have sometimes 
ended with equally oppressive forms of governance. Henkel traces instances 
of the “swarm metaphor” as “signpost[s]” (4) of what he calls “direct de-
mocracy”—not the institutionalized form of representative government that 
most people associate with democracy but instead “a complex and collective 
type of power” (152). In this sense the swarm shares an affinity with other 
theoretical terms that reference collective power, such as assemblages, masses, 
and multitudes (4). This “type of power,” he argues, is “always present, if only 
like the energy waiting to be gathered together in a thunderclap” (48), and 
“stands in opposition to notions of vanguard parties, state bureaucracies, and 
representative forms of governance” (44).

By examining C. L. R. James’ The Black Jacobins (1938), Walt Whitman’s 
Democratic Vistas (1871), Lucy Parsons’ anarchist propaganda, B. Traven’s 
Mahogany Novels, and Marie Vieux Chauvet’s novella Love (1968), Henkel 
illustrates how direct democratic power emerges not from the institutional 
spaces of elected governments but from “the plantations where people in Haiti 
fought for their liberty and independence, in streets full of union picketers like 
Lucy Parsons, and in the textile factories that B. Traven shows as the incuba-
tors of dissent during the Mexican Revolution” (4). Using a Spinozan ethics 
of power, Henkel envisions power “in terms of the things that either increase 
or decrease our power to act” (7); as such, the relational properties of power 
sometimes coalesce into constituent or constituted power. He writes that “[c]
onstituent power . . . wants to grow, to change; constituted powers want to 
conserve, to perpetuate the relations they have over the people they govern” 
(11). Authors of the long nineteenth century often narrate the actions of con-
stituent power by attributing forms of direct democracy to a single person, 
thereby negating the actual distribution of direct democracy. Henkel’s work 
performs the important task of recovering from these texts the properties of 
direct democracy, “the power of ability when multiplied by cooperation” (16).
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Central to Henkel’s analysis is the Haitian Revolution, a revolution often 
wrongly overshadowed in colonial education by the French Revolution. 
“Why the Haitian Revolution did not collapse in 1802 when its leadership 
structure became unstable,” writes Henkel, “has as much to do with who 
the insurgents were—a demos, even after generations of systematic attempts 
by the slave trade to dehumanize them—as it does with what they had—a 
kratos that was sufficiently powerful to end that domination” (33). If you 
visit the Human Rights Museum in Winnipeg, Manitoba, for example, you 
will see the image of Haitian general Toussaint Louverture accompanying a 
brief description of the Haitian Revolution. But such a narrative obscures 
the collective action of the revolution, especially the “2,000 leaders in the 
Haitian Revolution” (Henkel 34). “The issue that we now face,” Henkel ob-
serves, “is how best to understand the logic of collective action that the 2,000 
present—both as it is represented in James’s writing and also in light of the 
subsequent research about the Haitian Revolution” (34). This type of literary 
analysis performs the essential political act of liberating collective action from 
its mixed metaphors, from the reverential treatment of “great individuals” by 
historians of a certain generation, and from its tendency to be obscured for 
authoritarian purposes.

Henkel’s treatment of the “swarm” metaphor in the Americas during the 
long nineteenth century shows the varied ways in which it was deployed to in-
dicate everything from the inchoate mob challenging the aristocracy in Thomas 
Carlyle’s authoritarian writings to the crudeness of the masses in Whitman’s 
ambivalent liberalism to the realization of self-government in Parsons’ anar-
chist communism. Parsons understood that the state form always defended 
the “established order of things” (Henkel 78), a realization advocated by an-
archists but one that many Marxist experiments of the twentieth century 
failed to learn.

In his analysis of Nat Turner’s Confessions (1831), a text written and 
published by Thomas R. Gray, Henkel sees a “literary misdirection” that 
“obscures an understanding of the Southampton Rebellion as a collective 
act against the constituted power of slavery and instead focuses attention 
on the part played by one of its participants” (86). The issue in Confes-
sions is part of a broader matter for literary history and revolution: “what 
gets lost when a story about a collective act of rebellion is rendered as the 
story of a single person” (Henkel 85). When Henkel turns to Traven’s Ma-
hogany Novels, which trace the emergence and resolution of the Mexican 
Revolution, he contends that the novels show “that constituent powers 
can, and sometimes do, transform into new constituted powers” (123). He 
also suggests that in Chauvet’s novella Love, set in the aftermath of the US 
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military occupation of Haiti that ended in 1934, the violent repression of 
the constituted power poses an explicit challenge to “networks of mutual 
aid” (137), problematizing efforts, both intimate and extravagant, to actu-
alize forms of cooperation.

With a core text of 155 pages, Direct Democracy is an efficient and effective 
study of “cooperative resistance” (155). A potential flaw of the book could 
only be solved by writing a longer book, and that might diffuse the essential 
concept of direct democracy: I would have appreciated more extensive cover-
age of anarchist intellectual history. This history receives some discussion in 
the section on Parsons, but given that the political philosophy of anarchism 
parallels Henkel’s concept of direct democracy more closely than any other 
political philosophy, and given the profusion of anarchist intellectuals and 
revolutionaries in the long nineteenth century, a fuller discussion of anar-
chist philosophy and political ecology might have provided a more fulsome 
context for the literary texts Henkel considers. That said, the existing balance 
between anarchism and Marxism in the book provides for a satisfying non-
sectarian study of how literature can reveal “cooperative diversity” (126) and 
its attendant struggles with constituted power.
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Wendy Brown. In the Ruins of Neoliberalism: The Rise of Antidemo-
cratic Politics in the West. Columbia UP, 2019. Pp. viii, 248. US$25.

Wendy Brown’s 2015 book, Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth 
Revolution (2015), argues that neoliberalism is a threat to democracy. In its 
relentless economizing of everything, she suggests, neoliberalism undermines 
principles that differ from economic ones, including principles of justice, 
equality, popular sovereignty, and the rule of law. Moreover, Brown con-
tends that neoliberalism reshapes contemporary subjectivity and governance 
in ways that reinforce finance capital’s pervasive economization; neoliberal-
ism encourages us to view the human subject—including ourselves—as a 
form of capital, undermining the morally autonomous subject essential to 
democracy. Her new book, In the Ruins of Neoliberalism, extends the ideas 
of Undoing the Demos but tries to account for political changes that have 
occurred since its publication—specifically the election of Donald Trump, 
the emergence of other far-right governments around the world, and the rise 
of neofascism in Europe.1 To do so, she reevaluates her arguments about the 
relationship between neoliberalism and politics.
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