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1. Introduction

In the past years, the methodological debate in political theory has seen the 
emergence of a new wave of political realism. As well-known, political re-
alism is a long-standing tradition of political thought, which goes back to 
Thucydides and Niccolò Machiavelli, concerned with providing guiding 
principles for political action based on accurate descriptions of politics and 
on the consideration that the political realm is, in some sense, autonomous. 
Contemporary political realists have not only presented new interpretations 
and ideas about the key features of political realism, but also have embraced 
such standpoint as a methodological reaction against mainstream liberal, 
normative theorizing, which they deem moralistic and too ideal.1 

Within this debate, Glen Newey’s work constitutes a decisive contribu-
tion, which represents an important component of the contemporary re-
naissance of political realism. On a methodological level, Newey argues that 
political theory should deal with what is distinctively “political”. Indeed, one 
of Newey’s main concerns regards how political theory should be conceived 
and carried out. From his point of view, contemporary political philosophy, 
understood in terms of normative theories of liberalism, is not political in 
the relevant sense for its scope is too narrow. According to Newey, norma-
tive liberal theorists misunderstand the nature of politics and, in turn, dis-

1 For discussions of realism as a movement opposed to the “applied-ethics” approach, 
see Baderin 2014; Galston 2010; Philp 2012; Rossi, Sleat 2014; Stears 2007.
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place real politics altogether2 by focusing on conceptual distinctions and on 
constructing and evaluating theories of justice, citizenship, etc. According 
to Newey, political theory – as it is practiced today – is overly focused on 
normativity and on what should be done, while lacking a systematic analysis 
and understanding of what politics is.3 Drawing upon these ideas, Newey 
proposes a conception of politics, that is realist in kind for it is drawn from 
the experience of real world politics, in which the political realm is consti-
tuted by endemic disagreement and essentially involves the use of power.4 In 
“Real Legitimation, Anarchism and Power Loops”,5 Newey scrutinizes even 
further the notion of politics by not just proposing a conception of it, but 
by attempting to understand on what basis the realm of the political can be 
considered as such. By advancing what he calls the “first political question”, 
Newey proposes a criterion to identify what pertains to the political domain. 

In this article, I shall discuss Newey’s idea that the “first political question” 
should not concern the securing of “order, protection, safety, trust, and the 
conditions of cooperation”6 – as Williams suggests – but what do we do?7 

My aim is to provide an interpretation of what Newey considers basic for 
classifying a certain issue, action or decision as distinctively political and to 
show the force and relevance of such an account by elucidating how it ap-
plies to different understandings of politics present within the tradition of 
Western political theory. Indeed, in the essay here under discussion, which is 
published in this volume for the first time, the idea of the basic political ques-
tion is underdeveloped. However, if my interpretation is correct, Newey has 
proposed an innovative and powerful way to understand what are the basic 
conditions for assessing what falls within the realm of the political. 

2 Although the attack on contemporary liberals is explicit in Newey’s work (see for example, 
Newey 2001a, 2), it is interesting to note that he advances the same critique also against 
perspectives that put conflict at their very centre. For example, he rejects Walter Bryce Gallie’s 
theory of essential contestability by arguing that it constitutes an attempt to displace political 
disputes in the philosophical arena. On this point, see Newey 2001b, 252.

3 As Paul Kelly notes (2004, 96), Newey’s idea of political philosophy is influenced by 
Michael Oakeshott’s methodological reflections on theorizing about politics.

4 See Newey 2001a, 7-8.
5 Published in this volume.
6 Williams 2005, 3.
7 Newey 2019 [2016], 127.
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The article unfolds as follows: section 2 is devoted to the interpretation 
of Newey’s basic political question and to the elucidation of its different ele-
ments. In section 3, I attempt to test whether his account of what constitutes 
“the political” can actually meet various interpretations of politics offered in 
the literature. In particular, I focus on three very different accounts:8 Carl 
Schmitt’s concept of politics; Hannah Arendt’s conception of political ac-
tion; the liberal idea of the political, jointly with Bernard Williams’s basic 
legitimation demand, which is Newey’s starting point for arriving at the basic 
political question.  If – as I aim to show – all accounts meet the basic political 
question, it seems correct to argue that Newey has successfully pinpointed 
what is basic about politics. Section 4 briefly shows how the basic political 
question excludes certain practices from the political domain. In the final 
section, some concluding remarks are offered.

2. The basic political question

In order to carve out the space of the political and thus to understand what 
are the crucial characteristics that are necessary to identify a certain issue 
or circumstance as political, Newey identifies what he takes to be the basic 
political question: what do we do? It is not easy to understand precisely what 
Newey intends with this question. However, it is possible to provide a tenta-
tive interpretation of it, which captures the spirit and aim of Newey’s discus-
sion. He states that with this question his intention is not that of providing a 
definition of politics or the political. However, he also writes that 

this question arises all the time. For whom it arises, and in relation to what 
deliberative possibilities, are themselves already political questions. It is also 
obvious that the question admits of more descriptive and more normative 
inflections, but even where the answer purports to be a descriptive one … it 
clearly also may have action-guiding intent.9

8 Although there exist other accounts of the political in the philosophical literature, I 
limit my discussion to these three conceptions for reasons of space. However, it is impor-
tant to note that the chosen sample of theories is relevant for it covers not only realist and 
liberal understandings, but also a peculiar and unique perspective such as that of Arendt, 
which eschews any categorization.

9 Newey 2019 [2016], 127.
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Drawing from this, it is possible to advance two considerations. First, the 
basic political question does not constitute, by itself, the sphere of politics. 
It is certainly not the case that when the question is posed the domain of 
the political is somehow revealed. On the contrary, understanding the way 
in which the question is advanced (by who, with respect to what, through-
out which means) is already part of politics. In this sense, the point is that 
the question what do we do? is central every time we are assessing a proper 
political matter: in order for a situation to be distinguished and identified as 
political, some version of the question must arise.

Second, the way in which the basic political question is understood can vary, 
depending on one’s idea of what politics is, thus it can be more or less grounded 
in theories about how political actors operate in practice and what causal mech-
anism explain political behaviour. Similarly, it can display a more or less norma-
tive and prescriptive flavour, attempting to provide answers that go beyond the 
descriptive reality of how human beings actually act. Moreover, the basic political 
question arises regardless of whether politics is considered an autonomous do-
main, characterized by specifically political values, or if it is thought as regulated 
by morality and ethics. In this sense, it is possible to argue that, precisely because 
he admits different readings of the same question, Newey’s aim seems that of 
capturing what is really essential about any account of what politics is about. To 
use a famous Rawlsian distinction,10 it may be possible to argue that Newey’s 
question is meant to identify a concept of politics, which can be developed and 
worked into many different conceptions. The basic political question captures 
those elements which any definition of politics needs to consider and better spec-
ify in order to be satisfactory. Indeed, as Newey writes, such question “is simply 
an attempt to characterise the point from which [politics] begins”.11

With respect to the question what do we do?, three elements appear cru-
cial: what; we; do. The first element – what – concerns the fact that, within 
the political domain, various courses of action are possible, thus it is neces-
sary to filter those ones that are most appropriate, given the circumstances. 
In this sense, although consideration and assessment of the past may occur, 
politics is generally concerned with the future and thus with what is to be 
done and how it is to be done. As Hanna Pitkin notes “if the central question 

10 See Rawls 1999, 9.
11 Newey 2019 [2016], 11.
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of moral discourse might be characterized as ‘what was done?’ the central 
question in politics would have to be … ‘what shall we do?’”.12

The second element – we – signals the fact that, when dealing with politics 
the subject is plural. A course of action is genuinely political if it concerns 
and regards a certain collectivity and has an influence on it. Moreover, an 
action is political because it regards the way in which the society is organized 
and not just a specific individual. Politics does not concern the individual 
conscience or the individual life. Political questions and matters retain a large 
scope and scale, they take a general and public form.

The third element – do – refers to the fact that politics requires some form 
of action or decision. The mere act of thinking fails to be political unless 
it is coupled with discussion with others, deliberations, and actions for the 
change or maintenance of social circumstances and political institutions and 
practices. As Hanna Pitkin writes in a similar vein, “political discourse is con-
cerned not primarily with how things work or what things are like, but with 
what we are to do. Again, the topic is action”.13

3. What do we do? Competing understandings

Now that the idea of the basic political question is clearer, it is possible to 
evaluate whether it can successfully meet different understandings of politics. 
Indeed, if it is true that any conception of politics somehow responds to the 
question what do we do?, it is possible to argue that Newey has pinpointed 
what is really basic or essential to any conception of the political. To this end, 
in what follows, I briefly recollect and discuss some of the most prominent 
conceptions of politics present in the philosophical literature.

3.1 Carl Schmitt: politics as conflict against the enemy
Schmitt’s political theory aims at restoring dignity to politics by elucidating 
its real essence, by finding what criterion allows to distinguish it from other 
domains (as for example those of morality, aesthetics, economy, etc.) Indeed, 
one of the most pressing concerns of Schmitt regards the autonomy of the 

12 Pitkin 1972, 205.
13 Ibidem, 206.
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political and the necessity not to conflate it with other spheres of human ex-
istence. Drawing from a conceptualization based on a pair of constitutive op-
position, Schmitt identifies such a criterion in the distinction between friend 
and enemy, which cannot be reduced to any other distinction, as for example 
that between the morally good and the morally bad. 

Three clarifications are in order to understand Schmitt’s conception of 
politics. First, the friend/enemy distinction should not be intended in a 
private sense, for it is essentially public. Politics involves groups of people 
that consider each other enemies, not private individuals who dislike or 
hate each other.14 Moreover, for Schmitt, a certain political community, a 
group of friends in the political sense, can never be judged, from an external 
perspective, for choosing its enemy. Only from within the group of friends, 
a decision about enmity can be made and evaluated. Second, it is the possi-
bility of war and mutual killing that constitutes the condition for politics: 
two groups can recognize each other as enemies if they are willing to initiate 
a war towards each other, if they are in a situation in which they can make 
an attempt to each other’s lives. Indeed, “the distinction of friend and enemy 
denotes the utmost degree of intensity of a union or separation, of an asso-
ciation or dissociation”.15 Third, any sphere of human experience can be po-
liticized insofar as it is dominated by the friend/enemy distinction. Indeed, 

every religious, moral, economic, ethical, or other antithesis transforms into a 
political one if it is sufficiently strong to group human beings effectively accord-
ing to friend and enemy. The political does not reside in the battle itself, but 
in […] being able to distinguish correctly the real friend ant the real enemy.16 

In this sense, “the political is, for Schmitt, primary and all-subsuming 
[…] consists of the degree of intensity […] at which other spheres […] lose 
their identity and are politicized”.17

14 “An enemy exists only when, at least potentially, one fighting collectivity of people 
confronts a similar collectivity. The enemy is solely the public enemy, because everything 
that has a relationship to such a collectivity of men, particularly to a whole nation, be-
comes public by virtue of such a relationship. The enemy is hostis, not inimicus in the 
broader sense” (Schmitt 2007, 28).

15 Schmitt 2007, 26.
16 Ibidem, 37.
17 Sartori 1989, 65.
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Drawing from this rough presentation of Schmitt’s theory, it seems easy to 
show how it fits with Newey’s basic political question. For Schmitt, politics 
arises when a group or community, marked by a certain collective identity 
(we) is constituted by deciding and selecting (do) its enemies (what). 

3.2 Hannah Arendt: politics as discussion among equals about politics
Despite rejecting his idea that politics is a struggle against the enemy, Arendt shares 
Schmitt’s project of conferring dignity to politics. Indeed, a large part of her work 
is devoted to understanding what is authentically political, as distinguished not 
only from what most other people mistakenly consider political, but also from in-
authentic politics.18 But what is Arendt’s definition of politics? According to her, 
politics is action and, although speech can be considered only one kind of action, 
there is little doubt that speech is a fundamental and crucial dimension of authentic 
politics. Indeed, “most political action, in so far as it remains outside the sphere 
of violence, is […] transacted in words”.19 In this sense, authentic politics is the 
opposite of violence or coercion, and is characterized by deliberation, discussion, 
expression of different points of view and persuasion among equals. Indeed, for 
Arendt, the equality in access to freedom of speech – what she calls isonomia20 – is 
the hallmark of political relation and a fundamental condition for political action.  
Accordingly, given that speech is the most vivid and relevant form of action, and 
since it is an activity that cannot be carried out in isolation, it should not come as 
surprise that, for Arendt, politics is a public activity in the sense that politics con-
cerns doing things together.21 A central feature of political action is plurality: the 

18 Examples of authentic politics are, for Arendt, Periclean Athens, the American revo-
lution, certain working-class rebellions occurred in the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, the civil rights movement in the United States during the 1960s.

19 Arendt 1998, 26.
20 “Isonomia does not mean that all men are equal before the law, or that the law is the 

same for all, but merely that all have the same claim to political activity, and in the polis 
this activity primarily took the form of speaking with one another. Isonomia is therefore 
essentially the equal right to speak” (Arendt 2005, 118).

21 As it is well-known, according to Arendt, political power occurs when a plurality of 
actors acts together for some common political purpose they have discussed and agreed 
upon. “Power corresponds to the human ability not just to act but to act in concert. Pow-
er is never the property of an individual; it belongs to a group and remains in existence 
only so long as the group keeps together” (Arendt 1970, 44).
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presence of others in the public space, who see, acknowledge or participate to it, 
is fundamental for an action to be meaningful and authentic. Action, insofar as it 
requires appearing in public, expressing what appears to one as true, and eliciting 
consent is possible only in a context of plurality. Indeed, it is because human be-
ings are different, though equals that it is possible to act in unique and distinctive 
manners.22 Authentic political action is characterized by freedom, intended as the 
capacity to start something new, to do the unexpected.23 To act means to be able to 
eschew regulated, automatic, determinate behaviours and to initiate the unantici-
pated.24 It is important to note that, according to Arendt, the content of authentic 
political action is politics itself. Political action is directed towards preserving or 
creating the condition of possibility for the expression of plurality, thus its target is 
to preserve, repair, or establish a political body. In this sense, proper political actions 
regard constitutional matters, the spirit of the laws, or the framework of the rules for 
the institution of government.25 As Kateb writes, “to speak of the content of politics 
as politics […] is to claim that the purpose of politics is politics, that politics (when 
authentic) exists for its own sake”.26

Does Arendt’s conception of politics answer Newey’s question? Drawing 
from the discussion offered above, it is possible to argue that the three ele-
ments proposed by Newey are all present in Arendt’s thought: politics con-
cerns a group of equals (we), who discuss, act jointly and start something new 
(do) to maintain or renew a political body (what).

22 Arendt famously writes that “men, not Man, live on the earth and inhabit the world 
… Plurality is the condition of human action because we are all the same, that is, human, 
in such a way that nobody is ever the same as anyone else who ever lived, lives, or will 
live” (Arendt 1998, 7-8).

23 The capacity of starting something new is rooted for Arendt in the notion of natality: 
“The new beginning inherent in birth can make itself felt in the world only because 
the newcomer possesses the capacity of beginning something anew, that is, of acting” 
(Arendt 1998, 9).

24 It is because of this idea of action as the capacity to initiate something new that 
Arendt is particularly interested in the cases of revolutions and popular insurrections. 

25 Arendt considers the French revolution a failure precisely because its leaders aban-
doned the goal of freedom in order to focus on matters of subsistence, to answer the 
social question. In this sense, the French revolutionaries allowed non-political issues to 
enter the realm of the political inevitably corrupting it (Arendt 2006).

26 Kateb 2000, 134.
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3.3 Liberals and Bernard Williams: politics as a domain setter
Liberal theorists generally understand the role of political philosophy in norma-
tive terms, considering its goal that of establishing what justice is or providing 
an account of the most appropriate political order, without defending a specific 
ontology of politics. For this reason, differently from Schmitt and Arendt, lib-
eral political scholars rarely offer a full analysis of what politics is. However, it 
is possible to pinpoint the specific conception of the political that liberals rely 
on by considering what liberalism is about. In an influential article, Michael 
Walzer advances the idea that liberalism concerns “a certain way of drawing the 
map of the social and the political world, [it practices] the art of separation.”27 
To appreciate this point, consider the most notorious wall defended within 
the liberal tradition, namely that between the church and the state. Indeed, 
it is possible to argue that perennial hostility towards any confusion between 
secular and religious authority and obsession with freedom of conscience and 
toleration are fundamental traits of liberalism.28 The reason for such attitude is 
that, according to liberalism, religion does not pertain to the political domain 
for two reasons: on one hand, matters of faith concern the willingness and be-
liefs of a certain individual, who cannot be forced to assent to a certain religion. 
On the other, matters of faith constitute a threat to peace and stability for they 
are divisive and disputes over religion cannot be solved once and for all. The 
upshot of this position is that there is a sharp distinction between those matters 
over which secular authority might be exercised and those over which must 
not. Of course, the wall between the church and the state relies on the distinc-
tion between the private and the public: for liberals, individual rights exist to 
demarcate and protect a sphere in which any political authority ought not to 
rule, a sphere in which all should be granted the freedom to do as they please, 
as long as it does not interfere with the freedom of others.

In this sense, the liberal understanding of politics functions as a domain 
setter: it functions in such a way that it identifies the boundaries within which 
the basic political question should arise and those in which it would be wrong 
to pose it. From a liberal perspective, politics is about finding agreements and 
compromises on which all individuals of a certain political community can 
consent to and abide by. Such agreements and compromises cannot regard 

27 Walzer 1984, 315.
28 On this point, see Ryan 2007, 368-371.
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what religion to believe in or the private sphere. Rather, they should concern 
how institutions and public rules are shaped. In this sense, the liberal un-
derstanding of politics meets Newey’s question in stating that politics occurs 
when a certain polity (we) discuss and find an agreement (do) about the pub-
lic sphere and its boundaries (what).

Interestingly and despite his intention to propose a realist theory of 
politics in opposition to liberalism, Williams’s idea of the basic legitima-
tion demand functions as a domain setter too. The basic legitimation de-
mand is offered by Williams as a criterion of evaluation that is distinctive-
ly political, it is a standard to identify what politics is and, in particular, 
to distinguish it from mere force or war. Indeed, only when power is used 
legitimately, Williams holds, it is genuinely political. On the contrary, 
the use of force by one group of people over another does not qualify as 
a political action. To illustrate this consideration, he uses the example 
of the Helot population of Sparta, a radically disadvantaged group of 
individuals treated as enemies by their rulers. According to Williams, the 
situation of the Helots is not political because “the mere circumstance 
of some subjects being de facto in the power of others is no legitimation 
of their being radically disadvantaged”.29 The problem, for Williams, is 
that a political power cannot be considered as such if it is not legitimate, 
namely if it cannot be justified in a non-manipulative manner30 to those 
who are subjected to it. In this sense, insofar as the basic legitimation 
demand is not met, there is no politics.

According to Williams, politics can genuinely arise only within the bound-
aries of a legitimate authority. In this sense, legitimacy functions as a domain 
setter. This approach meets the basic political questions: politics occurs when 
a dominant group and a subjected group (we) recognize the same authority 
(do) by following and respecting its rules (what).

29 Williams 2005, 5.
30 In order to provide a theory which excludes the possibility that “the acceptance of 

a justification does not count if the acceptance itself is produced by the coercive power 
which is supposedly being justified” (2005, 6), Williams introduces the critical theory 
principle. Such principle functions counterfactually by asking whether those who are 
ruled would still accept the rulers’ legitimacy, even if they were not subjected to their 
rule.
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4. Evaluating conceptions of politics

The basic political question per se provides little guidance for the evaluation 
of what is the most convincing conception of politics. All the interpretations 
recollected in the previous section can be criticized and deemed unconvincing. 
Schmitt’s idea of politics may seem reductive with respect to the political proj-
ects that can be pursued – the element do of Newey’s question – for it excludes 
the possibility of overcoming and eradicating political enmity. Arendt’s theory 
of authentic political action may be rejected because it discards violence as a 
proper political means, therefore limiting the kinds of actions – the what of the 
basic political question – available to individuals. Indeed, some may find it dif-
ficult to deny that sometimes politics can be pursued in violent manners. The 
liberal understanding of the political may seem implausible because, according 
to such view, certain issues should not be politicized, thus the basic political 
question should arise only with respect to certain specific matters. However, 
if we consider the case of abortion – which has represented one of the most 
hotly debated political issues in contemporary democratic societies – it is easy 
to understand how religious considerations cannot help to play a role in po-
litical decisions. Finally, Williams’s basic legitimation demand may not appear 
persuasive because of its limited understanding of the political element we, 
which he intends as applying only to subjects recognizing the same authority 
as legitimate. If we take the case of civil disobedience,31 it is easy to appreciate 
how Newey’s question what do we do? may very well arise among a minority of 
individuals who reject the political power and want to change or overthrow it.

However, although some further criteria are needed to defend a specific 
conception of the political,32 Newey’s basic political question is interesting for it 
allows to consider what are the specific elements that are necessary and essential 
when we are talking about politics. Accordingly, such an account constitutes 
an interesting standard to include or exclude certain practices from the realm 

31 Newey (2019 [2016], 124-125) refers to civil disobedience to criticize Williams’s 
perspective.

32 In the article under discussion, it is clear how Newey prefers a conception of politics 
that is Schmittian in kind, in which violence is not placed outside the boundaries of the 
political.
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of the political. Consider, for example, the case of conscientious objection,33 
namely the refusal to comply with a specific legal rule, because the latter stands 
in contrast with one’s conscience, because it goes against one’s deep religious 
or moral convictions. Such an act of protest seems to fall outside the political 
domain because it usually consists in an individual omission carried out in or-
der to preserve one’s integrity, in virtue of some moral reasons. If, for example, 
we examine Henry David Thoreau’s refusal to submit his poll tax to the local 
constable in virtue of his unwillingness to provide material support to a federal 
government that perpetuated mass injustice,34 it hardly qualifies as political in 
Newey’s sense.35 In “Resistance to civil government”, Thoreau writes:

It is not a man’s duty, as a matter of course, to devote himself to the eradica-
tion of any, even the most enormous wrong; he may still properly have other 
concerns to engage him; but it is his duty, at least, to wash his hands of it, 
and, if he gives it no thought longer, not to give it practically his support. If I 
devote myself to other pursuits and contemplations, I must first see, at least, 
that I do not pursue them sitting upon another man’s shoulders. I must get 
off him first, that he may pursue his contemplations too.36

This passage suggests that Thoreau’s concern lies in the individual con-
science: his refusal is determined by his unwillingness to participate directly 
in some form of injustice and, thus, his action retains a private and not a 
public dimension.

This point can be greatly appreciated if conscientious objection is contrast-
ed with civil disobedience. Contrary to the former, the latter corresponds to a 

33 It is worth stressing that here I am attempting to understand only whether an act 
of conscientious objection is properly political. Establishing whether such practice is 
justified and thus whether it should be protected and authorized by the law is a different 
matter, which seems indeed political. Following Newey, a society (we) deciding on the 
legitimacy (what) of such practice (what) meets the basic political question. 

34 In particular, through his refusal, Thoreau aimed at protesting the practice of slavery 
and the Mexican-American war.

35 It is interesting to note that there exists a debate about whether Thoreau’s thought 
should be considered a proper political theory or a view of the self. In particular, see 
Arendt 1972; Rosenblum 1987; Kateb 1992.

36 Thoreau 2004, 71.
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practice in which a breach of law is undertaken with the aim of bringing about 
a change in laws or government policies. Following Rawls,37 it is possible to 
argue that civil disobedience is an exception to the obligation to comply with 
the political authority justified by the presence of unjust laws. Those who dis-
obey appeal to principles of justice that are commonly shared to resist and draw 
attention to laws or policies that they believe require reassessment or rejection 
because in contradiction with those very principles. In this sense, civil disobe-
dience is public not only in the sense that it is performed in public, but also 
because it rests on the political responsibility of the political community as a 
whole. Conscientious objection, on the contrary, does not address one’s collec-
tivity, it is not precisely aimed at changing one’s society. Rather, it is concerned 
with prioritizing individual moral purity. Accordingly, conscientious objection 
does not meet the basic political question because it does not match its second 
element, that of we and, thus, does not count as genuinely political.

5. Conclusions

In “Real legitimation, anarchism and power loops”, Newey proposes the ba-
sic political question – what do we do? – as a criterion for the identification of 
the political realm. Unfortunately, such issue is underdeveloped in that essay. 
In this article, I attempted to build on and expand such an idea to show its 
conceptual importance. Indeed, the analysis of distinct accounts of politics 
allows to appreciate how the basic political question can be met in different 
manners. Despite the need for further evaluative criteria to choose which 
conception of politics is the best suited one, Newey’s basic political question 
constitutes a fundamental starting point to understand what belongs to pol-
itics and what does not.

37 Rawls 1999, 319-323.
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