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Introduction: Futures of Critical
Theory—Dreams of Difference

Michael Peters, Mark Olssen, and Colin Lankshear

To this, America, the America that I love, an America that has silenced
all its opponents, risks becoming a fourth Rome, after Byzantium and
Moscow. In this new economic order, America imposes a financial,
economic, and cultural oligarchy under the label of liberalism, a liber-
alism that puts at risk an important dimension of human freedom.

—Julia Kristeva, “Europhilia, Europhobia” in Sylvere
Lotringer and Sandy Cohen (Eds.) French Theory in America

FRENCH THEORY’S DOUBLE FATE

"Today’s students of social science and the humanities often focus on the
contemporary theorists of ‘postculture’ and, in particular, French theorists
like Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, either as though there was no
critical thought before them or as though their work can be treated in a
hermetically sealed fashion as cut off from the tradition of critical philos-
ophy. This lack of historical depth and misunderstanding is increasingly
evident in much academic culture in the postmodern condition, which
separates philosophers and their works from their traditions of thought
and their local context to turn them into academic commodities and recir-
culate their ideas endlessly in the academic market. It is like a franchising
arrangement for ‘fast ideas,” which picks up its own momentum through a
bogus culture of self-citation. Sometimes the signs of such intellectual
fashion are obvious as, say, at a recent international conference on the
work of Foucault in which the conference organizers promoted and
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branded themselves through Foucault T-shirts and used an image of Fou-
cault as a logo on letterhead paper and other conference memorabilia. At
other times the process of reception takes place in terms of a model of crit-
icism, which is reduced to a methodology of a few easy steps and slogan-
ized in convenient words.

In Negative Dialectics, Theodor Adorno (1973: 206) writes:

No theory today escapes the marketplace. Each one is offered as a possibil-
ity among competing opinions; all are put up for a choice; all are swallowed.
There are no blinders for thought to don against this, and the self-righteous
conviction that my own theory is spared that fate will surely deteriorate into
self-advertising. But neither need dialectics be muted by such rebuke, or by
the concomitant charge of its superfluity, of being a method slapped on out-
wardly, at random. The name of dialectics says no more, to begin with, than
that objects do not go into concepts without leaving a remainder, that they
come to contradict the traditional norm of adequacy.

As Deleuze and Guattari (1994: 99) argue, once the concept leaves its
home in philosophy to become part of a marketing exercise the critical
ethos is drained away. Nevertheless, like anything else, critique and criti-
cal theory in both its current guises and its traditional forms can easily be-
come commodified. For example, it is currently fashionable to talk of
“critique” in advertising and marketing studies. This indicates the coop-
tation of the methods of critical theory precisely because of its power of
analysis, yet politics is left at the gate. Perhaps we do not expect such mar-
ket penetration in academic culture itself, or expect that academics them-
selves should actively become part of the sales and promotion culture.

If “French theory” has often been appropriated in a form cut off from
its roots and context and caricatured, methodologized, commodified as an
intellectual fad and recirculated in the academic market without much
historical consciousness, it has also been falsely maligned for being eso-
teric, imported, elidst, inaccessible, anti-Marxist, un-American, nihilist,
relativist, and irrational. It has been attacked in America and the United
Kingdom by Marxists and neo-Marxists, neo-pragmatists, feminists, cul-
tural “conservatists” and analytic philosophers.! Unlike the Frankfurt
school, French theory was regarded as “foreign” and it had to contend
with an American left almost totally colonized by the Frankfurt school in
an earlier generation (see Lotringer, 2001: 140).

As an American invention French theory has endured a double fate of
total rejection, on one hand, and academic faddism, on the other. Despite
warnings to the contrary by many so-called French theorists (concerning
language and representation that made problematic the extraction of any-
thing resembling a unified and all-embracing model of criticism), schol-
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ars have proceeded as though representation was not contested. Lotringer
and Cohen (2001: 4) suggest the synthetic point of French theory is “the
permanent suspension of representation”, where “to present means to settle,
answer, resolve, and control the represented.” Their full account of this
thesis on French theory is worth quoting:

Where modern communication theory has incessantly postulated positive
outcomes from its models (consensus, agreement), in essence promoting so-
cial reconciliation, French theory subsumed concepts of communication in
notions of signification and contestation. As there are no metanarratives that
can be appealed to without becoming ideological, the turn to signification
and contestation involved analysis of society’s modes of writing. (4)

They go on to advance a number of other theses about French theory and
its American reception. They suggest that French theory, with its focus
on philosophy of the subject and subjectivity, “broke apart the previous
Americanization of German synthesis [of Freud and Marx], in which
negation of the existing realities was to lead, through self-consciousness,
to political import and sense” (p. 6). In relation to the notion of the sub-
ject they advance a third thesis concerning “negative schizophrenia as a
general social condition” (p. 6). Finally, they advance a fourth thesis con-
cerning “the reception of Nietzsche’s texts in America, travelling on a
French ticket” (p. 7). In one very clear sense, still focusing on the ques-
tion of subjectivity and negation within the system, French thought sub-
stituted Nietzsche for Hegel. This substitution was to play a major role in
the reorientation of a critical philosophy that was no longer boxed in by
the overwhelming and exhaustive power of the Hegelian dialectic, which
had defined a synthesis of opposites without residue and contested an ac-
count of subjectivity as simple ‘alienation’ or self as negation of other.
The substitution was not a simple act or process, however. Rather, it took
place only after and ‘through’ a lengthy renaissance of Hegelian thought
at the hands of Kojéve, Hyppolite, Wahl, and others. Is there a critical
thought after Hegel? Is there a Nietzschean critical philosophy and what
might it look like? Could we describe a contemporary incantation of crit-
ical theory as Deleuzian or Foucaultian or Derridean? As Michel Fou-
cault (1971: 28) was to write: “Truly to escape Hegel involves an exact ap-
preciation of the price we have to pay to detach ourselves from him.”

NIETZSCHE VERSUS HEGEL IN FRENCH THEORY?

The decisive philosophical event in France during the postwar years was
the rediscovery of the Hegelian dialectic, which seemed to provide a link
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between the escape from a crumbling bourgeois society and the utopian de-
sire to rebuild society in the image of socialism. We should not forget that
the Surrealists, under the influence of André Breton, based their revolu-
tionary practice on an understanding of Hegel. Surrealism achieved a
unique synthesis of Marx, Freud, and Rimbaud. This was, perhaps, the
most important basis, along with Marxism itself, for the emergence of a
postwar left culture in France. The Surrealists joined the French Commu-
nist Party in 1927 and demonstrated their adherence to dialectical materi-
alism by embracing four key theses: “the primacy of matter over thought;
adoption of the Hegelian dialectic as the science of the general laws of
movement of the external world as well as of human thought; the material-
ist conception of history . . .; necessity of social revolution as the resolution
of the antagonism . . . between the material productive forces of society and
the reladons of existing production” (Breton, 1978: 147). Well before Reich
or Marcuse attempted a productive synthesis of Marx and Freud, Breton
had emphasized a critical psychoanalysis. The union of Surrealism with
Marxism was possible precisely because of their common point of departure
in Hegel. For Breton, the dialectic was the theoretical means for interpret-
ing “the interior reality and exterior reality as two elements in a process of
unification” which he, at one point at least, considered the “supreme aim of
surrealism” (Breton, 1978: 116). Georges Bataille, whose Sur Nietzsche was
published in 1945 (Bataille, 1992), had strong personal and historical links
with members of the Surrealist movement. Bataille attempted to reclaim
Nietzsche from what he saw as anti-Semitic falsifications. His Nietzsche
became the basis for his philosophy of transgression, which was to influence
Foucault and Hélene Cixous, among many others.

The return to Hegel began after 1930. It accompanied the revival of in-
terest in Marxism and was most evident in the influence of Alexandre Ko-
jeve’s course on Hegel at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes over the
period 1933-1939. This was attended by many of the most prominent
thinkers of that generation, including Bataille and Breton as well as Ray-
mond Aron, Alexandre Koyré, Pierre Klossowski, Jacques Lacan, Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, and Eric Weil. Kojéve taught his students that the di-
alectic was to be understood both in existentialist terms as the process of
self-transformation and in class terms as the absolute negation of the
Masters’ world. This emphasis on the dialectic as alienation, a process
whereby the self engages with an Other in a discursive struggle for mu-
tual recognition, is also the essence of Hyppolite’s interpretation. Hyppo-
lite, like Hegel himself, read the Phenomenology as the history of con-
sciousness. He published the standard two volume translation of the
Phenomenology in 1939-1941 and in 1947 brought out his own commen-
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tary, Genese et structure de la Phénoménologie de I’Esprir. Both the translation
and the commentary had an immense influence on Michel Foucault,
Gilles Deleuze, Louis Althusser, and Jacques Derrida, who attended his
seminars at the Collége de France. Jean Wahl read the Phenomenology in
existentialist terms as the progress of an “unhappy consciousness” based
on the awareness that all human development and personal growth is a
product of alienation of the subject from what it desires.

Thus Hegel was given an ‘existentialist’ reading. Hegel’s dialectic of
reason and history enabled Marxists to focus on the rationality of history
in a conceptualization of advanced industrial society, which captured the
existentialist emphasis on the temporal nature of human consciousness
and reason. Existentialists stressed the subjective, individual experience of
being in time and the active creation of the world in terms of subjective
meanings. This meant that existential Marxism looked to 4// the relations
of daily life, and not just to the relations of production in order to explain
society, the intellectual’s position within history, and her role in the elim-
ination of society’s alienating structures. Sartre’s existentialism empha-
sized a philosophy of consciousness that made humanism consistent with
Marxism and avoided the reductive and mechanical dialectical material-
ism (Lenin, Stalin), which in terms of the Gulags implied a suppression of
individual human freedom according to the goal of establishing a social-
ist state (see Poster, 1975).

Sartre’s existentialism, developed most fully in his early work L'étre et e
néant, published in France in 1943 and translated as Being and Nothingness
(Sartre, 1966), was construed as a kind of humanism. In Existentialism and
Humanism (Sartre, 1973), delivered as a lecture in defense of existentialism
in 1948, Sartre maintains that what all existentialisms—the Christian exis-
tentialism of Jaspers and Marcel as well as the atheistic existentialism of
Heidegger—have in common “is simply the fact that they believe that exis-
tence comes before essence—or, if you will, that we must begin from the
subjective” (p. 26). Thus, the first principle of existentialism for Sartre is
subjectivity: “Man is nothing else but that which he makes of himself” (p.
28). It is a principle that takes Sartre back to the beginning of modern phi-
losophy with Descartes’s subjective turn and his attempt to base all knowl-
edge and value on the cogito in the famous dictum cogito ergo sum (I think,
therefore I am). It is this “absolute truth of consciousness” (p. 44) which is
the basis for the discovery of the conditions of our own existence. When
Sartre writes that existentialism is # husmanism he does not mean a Kantian
ethics that holds man as an end-in-itself and the supreme value. Rather, he
means an existential humanism that emphasizes a “self-surpassing” (p. 55),
a transcendence, which reminds us that there is no legislator besides us and
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we have to decide for ourselves. It is the moral choices we make that have
the capacity to shape us and this “seeking beyond ourselves” at one with lib-
eration, is what can realize us as truly human.

Sartre’s existential humanism was strongly influenced by Martin Heideg-
ger’s phenomenological study of being, Being and Time, first published in
1927. Yet Heidegger’s concept of human existence Dasein, literally “being-
there,” was an attempt to overcome the Cartesian subjective turn. In his
“Letter on Humanism” (1996), Heidegger responded to a letter from Jean
Beaufret, written in 1946, that had presented Heidegger with three ques-
tions. These were: how to restore meaning to the term “humanism”? what
is the relation between ethics and ontology? and, how to prevent philoso-
phy from becoming “adventurist”? The subtext of Heidegger’s letter in-
volves a double movement. The first was a move to distance himself from
Sartre’s “humanist” existentialism. The second was a second move to rein-
terpret his own early work, especially Being and Time (orig. 1927), as a ba-
sis for understanding the history of humanism and Being. Heidegger says
he wants to restore thoughtfulness to thought: that is, to move back beyond
philosophy to another kind of thinking lying outside the philosophical tra-
dition in which thought as ontological inquiry becomes coextensive with
ethics. He also wants to restore meaning to language. His hope was that by
accomplishing both tasks he would thereby retrieve and maintain the
essence of humanity in relation to Being.

In the “Letter” Heidegger begins by questioning whether it is neces-
sary to retain the word “humanism,” given the damage it has caused. He
questions what it meant for “Man” to become “human” and suggests bu-
manitas remains the concern of an originary thinking: “For this is hu-
manism: meditating and caring, that man be human and not inhumane,
‘inhuman’, that is, outside his essence. But in what does the humanity of
man consists? It lies in his essence” (p. 224). Then he takes us through a
brief genealogy of the concept “humanism” beginning with the first hu-
manism that is in essence Roman:

Humanitas, explicitly so called, was first considered and striven for in the age
of the Roman Republic. Homo humanas was opposed to homo barbavus. Homo
bumanas here means the Romans, who exalted and honored Roman virtus
through the ‘embodiment’ of the paideia [education] taken over from the
Greeks. These were the Greeks of the Hellenistic age, whose culture was ac-
quired in the schools of philosophy. It was concerned with erditio et institu-
tio in bonas artes [scholarship and training in good conduct]. Paideia thus un-
derstood was translated as humanities. The genuine romanitas of homo
romanus consisted in such bumanitas. We encounter the first humanism in
Rome: it therefore remains in essence a specifically Roman phenomenon,
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which emerges from the encounter of Roman civilization with the culture of
late Greek civilization. (Heidegger, 1996: 224)

He argues that if we understand humanism in general as a concern for
freedom, then humanism will differ according to the conception of “free-
dom” and “nature” of man one embraces. In this sense there have been
many such conceptions. Heidegger mentions, specifically, Marx’s human-
ism of the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, Sartre’s existen-
tialism, and Christianity. However different they might be in purpose and
in principle, they all agree “the humanitas of homo humanus is determined
with regard to an already established interpretation of nature, history,
world, and the ground of the world, that is, of beings as a whole” (Hei-
degger, 1996: 225). Thus, according to Heidegger “Every humanism is
either grounded in a metaphysics or is itself made to be the ground of
one.” In other words, every humanism to emerge since the first Roman
humanism has presupposed the universal essence of man as animal ration-
ale which, while not a false definition, is still metaphysical. And meta-
physics, argues Heidegger, is unable to ask or answer the question of the
truth of Being itself.

Heidegger thus exposed the ideological dimension of humanism, and
he made a new generation suspicious of that claim under its name. His an-
tihumanism struck a cord with the advent of new structuralist methods.
Structuralism developed independently by Jacobson and Saussure in the
first decades of the twentieth century and was imported into anthropol-
ogy from structural linguistics by Claude Lévi-Strauss in the late 1950s.
Structuralism soon displaced both existentialism and humanism, and its
“scientific” search for underlying laws of the psyche, cultures, history, and
knowledge revealed once and for all the ideological nature of liberalism
and individualism. Structuralist methods quickly spread across the disci-
plines in the humanities and the social sciences. As Dosse (1998: xxiii—
xxiv) writes:

Scientific structuralism is represented in particular by Claude Lévi-Strauss,
Algirdas Julian Greimas, and Jacques Lacan, and simultaneously involved
anthropology, semiotics, and psychoanalysis. Contiguous with this search
for the Law was a more simple, undulating, and shimmering structuralism
to be found particularly in the work of Roland Barthes, Gérard Genette,
Tzvetan Todorov, and Michael Serres, and which we might call semiologi-
cal structuralism. There is also, finally, a historized or epistemic structural-
ism. The work of Louis Althusser, Pierre Bourdieu, Michel Foucault,
Jacques Derrida, Jean-Pierre Vernant, and, more broadly, the third genera-
tion of the Annales falls into this group.
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Louis Althusser is, perhaps, the best-known French Marxist structuralist
to attempt to surpass philosophies of consciousness, with their humanist
emphasis on the subject as the agent of history and social transformation.
Althusser’s theory of ideology was an attempt to provide Marxism with a
philosophy without lending support to a liberal politics of bourgeois indi-
vidualism. His (1970) “theoretical anti-humanism” rejected the status of
the knowing human subject as nothing other than a bearer of structural re-
lations. As he writes: “The structure of the relations of production deter-
mines the places and functions occupied by the agents of production, who
are never anything more than the occupants of these places” (p. 180).

The rejection of the early Marx as ideology with its humanist or an-
thropological problematic is the source of Althusser’s (1969: 224) theo-
retical antihumanist bias. On the basis of a “symptomatic” reading of
Marx, Althusser argued that there is a clear epistemological break be-
tween the early Marx of the Manuscripts and the later Marx—a break rep-
resenting a clear separation between a science (based on the concepts of
historical materialism, the relations and forces of production), and its hu-
manist ideological predecessor. For Althusser, the later Marx’s greatest
theoretical debt to Hegel is not a simple inversion of the dialectic but the
notion of history as # process without a subject—one powered by its own in-
ternal contradictions. Thus, in the mode of production (or practice) of
theory:

The whole process takes place in the dialectical crisis of the mutation of a
theoretical structure in which “the subject” plays, not the part it believes it
is playing, but the part which is assigned to it by the mechanism of the
process. (Althusser, 1970: 27)

While humanism or anthropologism was the common ground of the var-
ious existentialisms, of the philosophy of values, of personalisms, and of
Marxism in the classical style, Derrida (1982: 116) comments, “the history
of the concept of man is never examined. Everything occurs as if the sign
‘man’ had no origin, no historical, cultural or linguistic limit.” Humanism,
as embodied in the transcendental ego, in the speaking subject, was the all-
powerful motif of postwar French philosophy, an overriding motif which
was authorized by anthropologistic readings of Hegel (Kojéve, Hyppolite),
Marx (especially the Manuscripts, rediscovered in the 1960s), Husserl, and
Heidegger. Yet Derrida asserts and attempts to demonstrate how this an-
thropological reading was badly mistaken. It was based on serious mis-
readings of Hegel’s Phenomenology and Heidegger’s Being and Time, (which
was, self-consciously, antihumanist) and reflected the humanist-existential
understandings of the (then) practicing French philosophers, rather than
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adopting a more scholastic approach. The critique of humanism and an-
thropologism is, as Derrida (1982: 119) states, “one of the dominant and
guiding motifs of current French thought.” Even so, such critique is more
a product of an amalgamation of Hegel, Husserl, and Heidegger (as the
source or warranty of critique) with the old metaphysical humanism than
it is a central requestioning of humanism.

Derrida challenges Hegel’s anthropological assumptions through a cri-
tique of the principle of identity, which in Hegel’s theory of the sign is
able to effect a closure in the symbolic relatonship of sign to signified.
Hegel’s opposition of sign and signified is established as internally related
features of a unified reality through a process of dialectics in which every
concept is to be negated and raised up to a higher sphere where it is con-
served. This preserves the unity of consciousness, projected and yet re-
covered, as self-presence. Yet for Derrida différance ruptures the relation
between sign and signified. Reference to the signified is always displaced
and the unity of the subject as self-presence is simply the fiction of lin-
guistic practice. Derrida (1982: 20) writes:

Contrary to the metaphysical, dialectical ‘Hegelian’ interpretation of the
economic movement of différance, we must conceive of a play in which who-
ever loses wins, and in which one loses and wins on every turn. If the dis-
placed presentation remains definitively and implacably postponed, it is not
that a certain present remains absent or hidden. Rather, différance maintains
our relationship with that which we necessarily misconstrue, and which ex-
ceeds the alternative of presence and absence.

The alterity of the unconscious is not a hidden self-presence. It is a trace,
which as Derrida expresses it, “differs from, and defers, itself.” As Gaya-
tri Spivak (1976: xv) explains in his Preface to Of Grammatology, in French
“trace” carries connotations of track, footprint, imprint. Spivak continues:

Something that carries within itself the trace of a perennial alterity: the
structure of the psyche, the structure of the sign. To this structure Derrida
gives the name ‘writing’. The sign cannot be taken as a homogenous unit
bridging an origin (referent) and an end (meaning), as ‘semiology’, the study
of signs, would have it. The sign must be studied ‘under erasure’, always al-
ready inhabited by the trace of another sign which never appears as such.
(Spivak, 1976: xxxix)

In the now classic early essay “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse
of the Human Sciences” (often taken as one of the inaugurating moments
of poststructuralism), Derrida (1978) questions the “structurality” of struc-
ture and the way in which conceptual resources for the “decentering” of
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structure, of the transcendental signified, can be found in Nietzsche, Freud,
and Heidegger. He distinguishes two interpretations. One is Hegelian in
origin and is exemplified in Lévi-Strauss’s work. It “dreams of deciphering
a truth or an origin which escapes play and the order of the sign” and seeks
the “inspiration of a new humanism.” The other—based on “Nietzschean
affirmation, that is, the joyous affirmation of the play of the world and of the
innocence of becoming, the affirmation of a world of signs without fault,
without truth, without origin which is offered to an active interpretation”—
tries to pass beyond man and humanism (Derrida, 1978: 292). In “‘Genesis
and Structure’ and Phenomenology” (an allusion to Hyppolite’s interpreta-
don), Derrida had already laid out major elements of his philosophical pro-
gram. The essay is concerned with Husserl’s treatment of the sign and there
is an (early) attempt to develop a “deconstruction” of Western metaphysics
by recognizing reason as the logos produced in history that has been deter-
mined as self-presence on the model of speech. From 1959, the date Der-
rida delivers his lecture on Husserl, to 1968 when he formulates the notion
of différance, it has taken some nine years. In an interview with Jean-Louis
Houdebine and Guy Scarpetta, Derrida (1981: 40) comments: “If there
were a definition of différance, it would be precisely the limit, the interrup-
tion, the destruction of the Hegelian re/éve wherever it operates.”

As Derrida makes clear in the interview, reléve is his interpretation and
translation of the Hegelian Aufhebung. Combining insights from Heideg-
ger and Saussure that emphasize, respectively, a temporal and a spatial di-
mension, Derrida (1981: 8) arrives at the notion of différance. This, he
says, is the most general structure of economy, in the sense established by
Georges Bataille. In a reading of Bataille (“From Restricted to General
Economy: A Hegelianism without Reserve”), Derrida (1978: 275) argues
that the Hegelian Aufbebung “is produced entirely from within discourse,
from within the system or the work of signification.” Consequently, it re-
mains within restricted economy. Différance, according to Derrida (1981:
8-9), “refers to the . . . movement that consists in deferring by means of
delay, delegation, reprieve, referral, detour, postponement, reserving”;
the movement of différance is “the common root of all the positional con-
cepts that mark our language” and the production of those differences
which is the condition for any signification. Finally, it is “the unfolding of
difference,” of the ontico-ontological difference, which Heidegger named
as the difference between Being and beings.

Derrida’s early text on “genesis and structure” in Husserl’s phenome-
nology is published some three years before Deleuze’s Nierzsche et philoso-
phie. This introduces Nietzsche into the problematics of structure by in-
terpreting dialectics as the negating thought of ressentiment. Deleuze’s
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interpretation of Nietzsche and his Nietzschean critique of Hegel serve as
the conceptual grounding for poststructuralism. As one commentator has
forcefully argued: “The political implications of all their work could even
be argued to be directly rooted in their critiques of the Hegelian and
Marxist dialectics” (Carroll, 1984: 79).

Deleuze’s interpretation of Nietzsche occupies a special place in French
poststructuralist philosophy. His interpretation, historically speaking,
provides the philosophical and political means to displace the earlier pre-
occupations of postwar French philosophy, based around the Hegelian
subject and the unquestioning acceptance of the dialectic, at one and the
same time inventing a lineage of “counter-philosophy,” reactivating the
French tradition of vitalism going back to Bergson. Deleuze’s reading of
Nietzsche, the reception of which reaches its highpoint in 1972 with the
Cerisy-la-Salle colloquium on Nietzsche, effectively becomes a turning
point for French philosophy, opening new spaces for philosophizing and
providing the basis for an alternative mode of critical thought both inside
France and beyond.

In his introduction to a translatdon of Sarah Kofmann’s Nietzsche and
Metaphor, Duncan Large discusses the intensification of interest in Nietz-
sche in the dozen years following the publication of Heidegger’s Nietzsche
(in 1961) in terms of Deleuze’s seminal work. He writes:

In tracing the emergence of the new Nietzsche, one would undoubtedly
have to consider the contributions of Georges Bataille and Maurice Blan-
chot, as well as of Jean Wahl, whose Sorbonne lectures series Lz pensée
philosophique de Nietzsche des années 1885-1888 was published in 1959, the
same year as Nietzsche devant ses conternporains, edited by Genevieve Bianquis,
the most outstanding Nietzsche translator and interpreter of the pre-war
generation. Deleuze himself credits Pierre Klossowski with having rekin-
dled interest in Nietzsche through two important essays, though it would be
difficult to overestimate Deleuze’s own definition of the new Nietzsche.
(Large, 1993: x)

Deleuze’s Nietzsche et la Philosophie was originally published in 1962. It
represents one of the inaugurating moments of French poststructuralism.
It is an interpretation of Nietzsche that highlights the play of difference,
using it as the central underpinning of a polemic attack on the Hegelian
dialectic. Deleuze (1983: 194-95) writes in summary form:

Three ideas define the dialectic: the idea of a power of the negative as a the-
oretical principle manifested in opposition and contradiction; the idea that
suffering and sadness have value, the valorisation of the “sad passions”, as a
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practical principle manifested in splitting and tearing apart; the idea of pos-
itivity as a theoretical principle and practical product of negation itself. It is
no exaggeration to say that the whole of Nietzsches philosophy, in its
polemic sense, is the attack on these three ideas.

Deleuze’s radical questioning of the dialectic, its negative power, and its
purely reactive predisposition—the positive is achieved only through the
double negation, “the negation of negation”—is contrasted with the
purely positive power of affirmation inherent in “difference” as the basis
of a radical thought and philosophy which is not Hegelian or Marxist. In
a forceful passage Deleuze encapsulates his interpretation:

The Hegelian dialectic is indeed a reflection on difference, but it inverts its
image. For the affirmation of difference as such it substitutes the negation
of that which differs; for the affirmation of the self it substitutes the nega-
tion of the other, and for the affirmation of affirmation it substitutes the fa-
mous negation of negadon. (Deleuze, 1983: 194-95)

Judith Butler (1987) provides a lucid explanation of contemporary French
theory as a series of reflections on Hegel. She begins her final chapter
with the following interpretation:

The twentieth-century history of Hegelianism in France can be understood in
terms of two constitutive moments: (1) the specification of the subject in terms
of finitude, corporeal boundaries, and temporality and (2) the ‘splitting’
(Lacan), ‘displacement’ (Derrida), and eventual death (Foucault, Deleuze) of
the Hegelian subject. (p. 175)

Butler (1987:183) comments that for both Derrida and Foucault “the
Hegelian theme of relational opposition is radically challenged through a
formulation of difference as a primary and irrefutable linguistic/historical
constant.” The projection and recovery of the subject in Hegelian terms,
thus, for Derrida and Foucault sets conditions for an exercise in self-
deception. Butler (1987) plots the growing instability of the subject in the
work of Kojéve, Hyppolite, and Sartre, and he summarizes the progression
in French thought as a series of reflections on Hegel’s “anthropocentrism.”

While the subject in Hegel is projected and then recovered, in Sartre it is
projected endlessly without recovery, but nevertheless knows itself in its es-
trangement and so remains a unitary consciousness, reflexively self-identical.
In the psycho-analytic structuralism of Lacan and in the Nietzschean writ-
ings of Deleuze and Foucault, the subject is once again understood as a pro-
jected unity, but this projection disguises and falsifies the multiplicitous dis-
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unity constitutive of experience, whether conceived as libidinal forces, the
will-to-power, or the strategies of power/discourse. (p. 185)

In his seminal essay, “Nietzsche, Genealogy and History,” Foucault
(1998) begins with Hegelian themes to suggest a radical departure. He
questions the unilinearity of an implicit and progressive ratonality, and
the way in which the dialectical explanation of historical experience as-
sumes a single origin and cause. Narratives of historical experience which
draw on the theoretical fiction of an immanent rationality disguise and at-
tempt to rationalize an original multiplicity of events and forces which re-
sist the demands of a unifying dialectic.

Historiographers have masked and rationalized this original and radi-
cal heteronomy of events and forces through the “imposition of orderly
theoretical forms.” Butler (1987: 180) suggests that Foucault’s analysis of
modernity “attempts to show how the terms of dialectical opposition do
not resolve into more synthetic and inclusive terms but tend instead to
splinter off into a multiplicity of terms which expose the dialectic itself as
a limited methodological tool.” While Foucault professes not to under-
stand the problem behind poststructuralism, he along with Derrida (and
others) teaches us that the values of the modern era were essentially logo-
and homocentric illusions. Foucault’s examination of “the philosophy” of
the subject—by which he means a problesmatique dominating the modern
episteme that privileges the subject as the foundation of all knowledge
and signification—bears centrally on discussions of modernity. His ge-
nealogical analysis of modern power operates on the basis of a radical de-
centering that denies an epistemic or historical privilege to either the tra-
ditional Cartesian notion of a “centered” subjectivity or the humanist
ideal of a rational, autonomous, and responsible self. Foucault’s method
allows us to see power very broadly in the development of a plurality of
incommensurable discursive regimes, each with its muldplicity of “mi-
cropractices,” which ultimately directs us to study the “politics of every-
day life” and suspends the problematic of legitimacy understood in terms
of the standard modern liberal normative framework with its talk of rights
grounded as it is in the “nature of persons.”

It is certainly true that Foucault (along with Deleuze and Derrida) re-
jects both the normalizing and the totalizing tendencies of the Hegelian
dialectic and their anthropological expression in foundational assump-
tions of the human subject.® Foucault tells us that he began to study
Nietzsche (outside the academy) as early as 1953, and that Nietzsche,
Blanchot, and Bataille enabled him to free himself from the confines of
a French university education. In philosophy, this was “a Hegelianism
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deeply penetrated by phenomenology and existentialism, which hinged
on the theme of the ‘unhappy consciousness’™” (Foucault, 1991: 45).
Nietzsche represented for Foucault an “invitation” to call into question
the category of the subject.

Foucault’s words in the preface to the English editon of Anti-Oedipus:
Capitalism and Schizopbrenia (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983: xi—xiv) convey
very strongly Nietzsche’s ultimate effect on his own construction of politics.

Do not demand of politics that it restore the “rights” of the individual, as phi-
losophy has defined them. The individual is the product of power. What is
needed is to “de-individualize” by means of multiplication and displacement,
diverse combinations. The group must not be the organic bond uniting hi-
erarchized individuals, but a constant generator of de-individualization. Do
not become enamoured of power.

In the translator’s introduction to Deleuze’s Foucault (1988), Séan Hand
(1988: x) records the ultimate impact of a Nietzschean antirationalism in
the work of Deleuze and Foucault, on Kantian philosophy as the “libera-
tion of pure difference.” This, he suggests, “leads to the abandonment of
dialectics and a move to an affirmative thought of disjunction and multi-
plicity.” Hand (1988: x) is noting the emergence of a new form of post-
Kantian philosophy where, as Foucault comments in regard to Deleuze’s
work, “thought is again possible.” It is primarily a philosophy which rep-
resents “the abandonment of categories and the move to an acategorical
thought.” By this Hand means that Foucault and Deleuze have moved be-
yond the comcept to a philosophy of the pure event; “to an ontology of the
present that works against the dialectic.” In these terms, theory is no
longer a totalizing force. It is a practice which resists all unitary thought to
celebrate multiple potentialities. As Foucault himself expresses it in his
preface to Anti-Oedipus:

Free political action from all unitary and totalizing paranoia. Develop ac-
tion, thought and desires by proliferation, juxtaposition, and disjunction,
and not by subdivision and pyramidal hierarchization . . . Prefer what is pos-
itive and multiple: difference over uniformity, flows over unities, mobile
arrangements over systems. (cited in Hand, 1986: vii)

DELEUZE AND CRITICAL THEORY

It may be tempting to see philosophy as an agreeable commerce of the mind,
which, with the concept, would have its own commodity, or rather its ex-
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change value—which, from the point of point of a lively, disinterested so-
ciability of Western democratic conversation, is able to generate a consen-
sus of opinion and provide communication with an ethic, as art would pro-
vide it with an aesthetc. If this is what is called philosophy, it is
understandable why marketing appropriates the concept and advertising
puts itself forward as the conceiver par excellence, as the poet and thinker
—Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, What Is Philosophy?

Philosophy is not contemplation, reflection, or communication but,
rather, “the art of forming, inventing and fabricating concepts” (p. 2).
Thus argue Deleuze and Guattari (1994), echoing Nietzsche. Yet con-
cepts need conceptual personae that activate and help define them. Friend
is the concept defining such personae revealing the Greek origin of
philo-sophy—the friend of wisdom. Philosophy, for Deleuze and Guat-
tari, is defined as “knowledge through pure concepts” (p. 7). Yet this
should not be taken to imply an opposition between knowledge through
concepts and knowledge through experience. Following Nietzsche,
Deleuze and Guattari argue,

you will know nothing through concepts unless you first created them—that
is, constructed them in an intuition specific to them: a field, a plane, and a
ground that must not be confused with them but that shelters their seeds
and the personae who cultivate them. (p. 7)

And if philosophy as the creation of concepts requires “the plane of im-
manence” in which it can be born and the personae who activate and sign
them—*“Aristotle’s substance, Descartes’s cogito, Leibniz’s monad, Kant’s
condition, Schelling’s power, Bergson’s duration” (p. 7)—it also must be
understood as geophilosophy, in terms of its territories: “The role of concep-
tual personae is to show thought’s tervitories, its absolute detervitorializations and
reterritorializations” (p. 69).

Writing in the spirit of Marx and drawing on Deleuze and Guattari,
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2000) advance a poststructuralist ba-
sis for a renewal of materialist thought, charting the emergence of a new
form of sovereignty they call Empire.* They narrate a history of the pas-
sage from imperialism to Empire. This is a passage from a modernity
dominated by the sovereignty of nation-states, and the imperialisms of
European powers, to a postmodernity characterized by a single, though
decentered, new logic of global rule. Hardt and Negri write: “Our basic
hypothesis is that sovereignty has taken a new form, composed of a series
of national and supranational organisms united under a single logic of
rule. This new global form of sovereignty is what we call Empire” (p. xii).
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They use Empire not as a metaphor but as a concept that calls for a theo-
retical approach:

The concept of Empire is characterized fundamentally by a lack of bound-
aries: Empire’s rule has no limits. First and foremost, then, the concept of
Empire posits a regime that effectively compasses the spatial totality, or re-
ally that rules over the entire “civilized” world. No territorial boundaries
limit its reign. Second, the concept of Empire presents itself not as a histor-
ical regime originating in conquest, but rather as an order that effectively
suspends history and thereby fixes the existing state of affairs for eternity . . .
Empire presents its rule not as a transitory moment in the movement of his-
tory, but as a regime with no temporal boundaries and in this sense outside
history or at the end of history. Third, the rule of empire operates on all reg-
isters of the social order extending down to the depths of the social world.
Empire not only manages a territory and a population but also creates the
very world it inhabits. It not only regulates human interactions but also seeks
directly to rule over human nature. The object of its rule is social life in its
entirety, and thus Empire presents the paradigmatic form of biopower. Fi-
nally, although the practice of Empire is continually bathed in blood, the
concept of Empire is always dedicated to peace—a perpetual and universal
peace outside history. (Hardt and Negri, 2000: xiv—xv)

They suggest that the passage to Empire, with its processes of globaliza-
tion, offers “new possibilities to the forces of liberation.” Our political fu-
ture will be determined by our capacity “not simply to resist these processes
but to reorganize them and redirect them toward new ends” (p. xv).

THE SCOPE OF CRITICAL THEORY

In this volume we explore the possibility and usefulness of enlarging the
conventional use of the term “critical theory.” We encompass what we
consider to be work that is broadly critical in both a reflective and a re-
flexive manner belonging to the traditional of Western thought starting
with Descartes and Kant—rather than confining our scope to thinkers
who can demonstrate some historical or conceptual link to the founders
of the Frankfurt school. By “critical” we certainly do not mean only those
thinkers who begin with Hegel or Marx—although most of those dis-
cussed here acknowledge some connection to these philosophers,
whether by way of acceptance or departure.

What is distinctive about critical philosophy is that it is largely based
on what has come to be known as the “reflexive turn.” In other words,
prior to the acquisition of knowledge we must first inquire into and es-
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tablish what may or may not count as knowledge. Based on the reflexive
turn, critical philosophy offers a distinctive answer to the problem of ra-
tionality. It maintains that only through an inquiry into the nature and
scope of human knowledge will we be able to determine what counts as
knowledge. Implicit in this reflexive method is the assumption that such
critical philosophy is both autonomous and neutral. This is to assume that
the metalevel inquiry is above and beyond the normal structures that ap-
ply to human understanding and reason. Critical reason has been thought
somehow to be exempt from the limitations on the legitimate use of rea-
son it has made known.

Common to both Kant and Locke was the attempt to resolve certain
philosophical questions that occasioned disagreement at the first-order level
by inquiring at the second-order level into the nature and scope of our in-
tellectual apparatus to deal with such logical problems. Such second-order
inquiries led them to emphasize the limitations in the scope and nature of
human reason in pursuit of these questions, but it was not thought that such
limitations applied in any way to our ability to carry out the critical reflec-
tion or inquiry in the first place. Rather, it was assumed that whatever limi-
tations operated at the first-order somehow evaporated, or did not exist,
when it came to the second-order analysis. It was assumed that somehow this
second-order “removal” from first-order questions ensured a privileged ac-
cess to, and guaranteed a neutral standpoint for investigating those issues
that precipitated initial disagreement among philosophers.

Critical inquiry is concerned with determining the nature and scope of
our understanding in order to discover in what areas we can hope to at-
tain knowledge, and in what areas we must be content with belief. It is
seen as a necessary preliminary to answering substantive questions. Al-
though it provides the means by which to differentiate the limits of
knowledge there is no suggestion that those same limits will in any way
impede the course of critical inquiry. Kant is motivated by similar con-
cerns to Locke, and he adopts the same reflexive strategy. The Critique of
Pure Reason (1929) can be read as a critical study of philosophical method
in the sense that it is based on the assumption that before we can employ
reason in the solution of any philosophical problem it is necessary first to
examine its credentals. In the various Prefaces and the Introduction Kant
castigates the dogmatism of traditional metaphysicians who use the fac-
ulty reason to come to general conclusions about God, freedom, and im-
mortality “without any previous examination of the parity or incapacity of
reason for so great an undertaking” (A3/B7, p. 46).

Now it does seem natural that, as soon as we have left the ground of expe-
rience, we should, through careful enquiries, assure ourselves as to the
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foundations of any building we propose to erect, not making use of any
knowledge that we possess without first determining whence it has come,
and not trusting to principles without knowing their origin. It is natural,
that is to say, that the question should first be considered, how the under-
standing can arrive at all this knowledge # priori, and what extent, validity,
and worth it may have. (A3/B7, 46)

Later Kant tells us “we can regard a science of the mere examination of
pure reason, of its sources and limits, as the propaedentic to the system of
pure reason.” As such it could properly be called a critique, and its utility
lay in clarifying our reason—in keeping it “free from errors.” In other
words, Kant believes that prior to examining first-order philosophical
questions we must first answer a host of questions concerning philosoph-
ical method and, specifically, those that will determine for us what counts
as genuine knowledge and what does not. Only by answering these cru-
cial preliminary methodological questions are we entitled to believe that
we have avoided the risk of error and, accordingly, avoided producing a
philosophical view that is empty or nonsensical. But nowhere in the Cri-
tigue does Kant addresses the question of how such critical inquiry szself is
possible. A critical standpoint is established through the reflexive turn and
is considered to be neutral, autonomous, and capable of attaining cer-
tainty. There is no suggestion that such a standpoint is, or should be, self-
reflexive. Only those standpoints that are self-reflexively consistent—that
meet the same standards, or tests for rationality laid down in the ac-
count—escape the dilemma facing traditional epistemological programs,
and the skeptical challenge based on it. They can then be seen to be gen-
uinely critical.

In its original sense “critical,” as it occurs in “critical theory,” was used
to refer to social theory that was genuinely self-reflexive: that is, theory
that could account for their own conditions of possibility and for their po-
tentially transformative effects. The other features of critical theory have
been seen to include its explanatory, normative, and practical dimensions:
it must provide empirical and testable accounts of social conditions (fo-
cusing on the causes of oppression); it must aim toward change for the
better, an alleviation of the human condition or “emancipation”; and it
must do so by providing a better self-understanding of the social agents
who aim at transformation. Certainly, critical theory does not remain
simply at the level of description. Since its adoption by Horkheimer, as a
revision of Marx, it has gained a wider acceptance as a term for describ-
ing any theoretical approach that is critical in this sense. These include
feminism, psychoanalytic thought, a large body of cultural theory, the
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various forms of structuralism and poststructuralism, “French theory,”
and postcolonial studies. We have used the term in this wider sense in re-
lation to the chapters that follow.

The contributions to this collection fall into three groups. One group
of chapters addresses a number of historically important philosophers
whose work prefigures many of the major themes of contemporary phi-
losophy and critical theory. These themes include the critique of moder-
nity, the significance of technology, humanism and the problem of rela-
tivism, critical theory of self, and the ethics of the Other. Chapters falling
within this group address Nietzsche (Michael Peters); Nietzsche,
Wittgenstein, and Foucault (James D. Marshall); Heidegger (Tain Thom-
son); and Levinas (Denise Egéa-Kuehne).

A second group of chapters profiles and discusses the work of a range of
preeminent poststructuralist thinkers. These chapters address Foucault
(Mark Olssen), Deleuze (John R. Morss), Derrida (Gert J. J. Biesta), Irigaray
(Pheng Cheah), Lyotard (Peter Pericles Trifonas), and Guattari (Peters).

Finally, the book also includes an eclectic set of chapters on Bourdieu
(Roy Nash), Zizek (Peter McLaren), cyberfeminism (Rosi Braidott),
Giddens (David Scott), and Said (Bill Ashcroft).

NOTES

1. For a personal and, at times, bitter, account of the reception of French the-
ory in America see Lotringer (2001), who as general editor of Semiotext(e) was re-
sponsible for introducing many French thinkers to an American audience for the
first time. See also in the same collection essays by Derrida, Kristeva, Gaillard,
Baudrillard, Genette, Roudinesco, and Deleuze.

2. This section draws on material from Peters (1996), especially chapter 1.

3. The attempt to escape Hegel is also clearly evident in the work of Jean-
Frangois Lyotard. In a relatively early essay, “Adorno as the Devil,” Lyotard
(1974) argues that negative dialectics suffers from a fatal weakness in that it is
forced through negation to take on its adversary’s position. Lyotard simply does
not believe that a political, philosophical, or artistic position is abandoned be-
cause it is “sublated”: it is not true, according to Lyotard, that the experience of
a position means its inevitable exhaustion and necessary development into an-
other position where it is both conserved and suppressed.

4. As they indicate in a footnote “Two interdisciplinary texts serve as models
for us throughout the writing of this book: Marx’s Capital and Deleuze and Guat-
tari’s A Thousand Plateaus” (fn. 4, p. 415). See also, Peters (2001), especially chap-
ter 5 “Deleuze’s “Societies of Control’: From Disciplinary Pedagogy to Perpetual
Training in the Knowledge Economy”; and Holland (1997).
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Nietzsche, Nihilism, and
the Critique of Modernity

Michael Peters

"This chapter begins to examine Nietzsche’s place in the Western philos-
ophy curriculum and asks why Nietzsche was all but ignored by English-
speaking philosophers untl very recently. The question is pursued in re-
lation to the so-called analytic/Continental divide. Nietzsche stands at the
very heart of the separation of the two strands of contemporary philoso-
phy and he serves to emphasize centrality of traditon and history for
Continental philosophy. Through his concept of nihilism, Nietzsche con-
tinues the Kantian critique of metaphysics out of which Continental phi-
losophy emerges, and it is this critique that points to Nietzsche’s critique
of Enlightenment humanism, modernity, and liberalism. The chapter ac-
cordingly focuses upon Nietzsche’s critique of modernity as it is this the-
matic that still decisively separates the problematic of Continental phi-
losophy from that of analytic philosophy and determines the style and
content of a post-Nietzschean philosophy. The final section traces the
post-Nietzschean discourse concerning the critique of modernity in the
writings of Jiirgen Habermas and Michel Foucault.

NIETZSCHE AND THE ANALYTIC/CONTINENTAL DIVIDE

Simon Critchley (1997: 347) has considered stereotypical representations
of the analytic-Continental divide and attempted to redraw the distinc-
tion by focusing upon a number of themes:

the centrality of tradition and history for Continental philosophy and
the way it affects philosophical practices of argumentation and inter-
pretation;
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the way in which the concept of Continental philosophy emerges out
of the German idealist reception of the Kantian critique of meta-
physics and the significant way this is continued in Nietzsche with
his concept of nihilism;

the centrality of the concepts of critique, emancipation, and praxis of
the Continental tradition;

the importance of the theme of crisis that runs through the Continen-
tal tradition;

an explanation and justification of the pervasive antiscientism of the
Continental tradition.

He concludes the abstract of his argument by “criticizing the profession-
alization of philosophy that has produced the analytic-Continental divide,
insofar as this divide disguises a deeper possible debate about the identity
of philosophy itself outside its professional confines” (p. 348).

For Critchley (1997) Nietzsche stands at the crossroads that defines the
difference between analytic and Contnental philosophy. Critchley’s (1997:
356) thesis at this point is worthy of brief summary. He suggests: “it is ar-
guable that much of the difference between analytic and Continental phi-
losophy simply turns on how one reads Kant and how much Kant one
reads,” that is, whether one is solely concerned with the epistemological is-
sues of the First Critique, or whether one is prepared to entertain the sys-
tematic ambitions, in addition, of the Third Critique, and consider worthy
of study Kant’s attempt to bridge Understanding and Reason through a
critique of Judgment—the reconciliation of freedom and necessity. For
Critchley, Nietzsche provides the critical response through his concept of
nihilism, which is decisive for a whole generation of critical thinkers from
Heidegger and Adorno to Lacan, Derrida and Foucault, namely, that

the recognition of the subject’s freedom goes hand in hand with the collapse
of moral certainty in the world, that the highest values have devalued them-
selves. Nihilism is the breakdown of the order of meaning, where all that
was posited as a transcendent source of value in pre-Kantian metaphysics
becomes null and void, where there are no cognitive skyhooks upon which
to hang a meaning for life. All transcendent claims for a meaning to life have
been reduced to mere values—in Kant the reduction of God and the im-
mortality of the soul to the status of postulates of pure practical reason—and
those values have become, for Nietzsche . . . standing in need of “transvalu-
ation” or “revaluation.” (Critchley 1997: 357)

Critchley argues that it is the Christian reactive response to our human,
all-too-human origin of our values in declaring existence or life meaning-
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less that is the real source of nihilism. That is, once the transcendental
guarantees of Christian morality and grand expectations based upon them
have collapsed or been exposed for what they really are an active nihilism
ensues. And yet the same genealogical critique, the loss of faith in the cat-
egories of reason, can also inspire a revolutionary demand for things to be
different. Critchley retells the story of Continental philosophy by narra-
tively crafting the importance of central notions of practice, critigue of the
present, the production of crisis (especially in relation to modernity), and
antiscientism (as a modernist metanarrative) in defining a tradition that
recognizes the essential historicity of philosophy and, therefore, also the
radical finitude of the human subject and the contingent character of hu-
man experience.

Critchley redescription constitutes an important direction in post-
Nietzschean philosophy: a philosophy based upon central notions of
practice, critique, and an understanding of nihilism. Post-Nietzschean
philosophy not only provides a critique of the rational, autonomous
subject but also directs our attention to sources of normativity that are
both historical and embedded in cultures. It provides, in other words, a
path for moral reconstruction after the so-called death of God—a way
forward and a positive response to the question of nihilism that de-
mands the revaluation of values. Most important, post-Nietzschean phi-
losophy belongs to the counter-Enlightenment tradition of thought that
asserts the historicity of human reason and experience on the basis of a
radical questioning of the transcendental guarantee and moral authority
of God, and all possible substitutes for God—Reason, Man, Science. On
that basis it is also fiercely antiscientist. Let us examine the notion of the
philosopher further, in Nietzschean terms.

The philosopher, in Nietzschean terms, is the one who provides an
“unprecedented knowledge of the preconditions of culture as a scientific
standard for ecumenical goals” (HATH: 25). Acting as a cultural physi-
cian, the philosopher is not able to create culture, but acts as a “solvent”
or a “destroyer.” Nietzsche was concerned to develop a knowledge of
the conditions for the renewal of culture in the age of science and he
wished to define the cultural significance of the philosopher. Above all,
he wanted to signal the importance of the philosopher as a physician of
culture, as one who could prepare the ground of culture, and in the fig-
ure of the future philosopher-artist, create new values. The philosopher
of the future is “the man of the most comprehensive responsibility who
has the conscience for the overall development of man—this philoso-
pher will make use of religions for his project of cultivation and educa-
tion just as he will make use of whatever political and economic states
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are at hand” (BGE, #61). Nietzsche talks of “genuine philosophers” in
contrast to “philosophical laborers”: “Genuine philosophers, bowever, are
cornmanders and legislators: they say, ‘thus it shall be!’ . . . Their ‘knowing’
is creating, their creating is a legislation, their will to truth is—will to
power” (BGE, #211).

His “philosophy of the future” has essentially a de(con)structive task: to
destroy dogmatism in all its forms—in religion and in science—and what
he calls “blind secularism.” In this role philosophy serves as the tribunal
of education in an age without culture: schools must follow philosophy in
destroying secularization and subduing the barbarizing effects of the
knowledge drive. As part of secularization and with the promotion of a
scientific worldview education had lost its ability to confer unifying val-
ues. Philosophy, in terms of its own self-critique, must overturn naive re-
alism of science to undermine it from within, by mastering the knowledge
drive. Yet it must also move beyond the purely negative moment of skep-
ticism, if philosophy was to become an affirmative cultural force and
philosophers were to become cultural legislators in the form of the
philosopher-artist. Philosophy can pave the way or clear the ground for
culture by showing the antbropomorphbic character of all knowledge but
also by recognizing the power and necessity of illusion.

NIETZSCHE AND THE CRITIQUE OF MODERNITY

A post-Nietzschean philosophy draws its intellectual sustenance from
Nietzsche’s critique of modernity and Enlightenment values, especially
liberalism (its construction of democracy) and secular humanism. The
method, in part, is genealogical in the sense that it follows Nietzsche’s ex-
posure of the perspective from which Enlightenment valuations are made
by analyzing the constitution of moral systems. By responding with a cul-
tural perspectivism—implying a pluralism of moral systems—Nietzsche is
simultaneously deconstructing universalist pretensions claimed by adher-
ents of one system or another, and indicating that ‘truth’ or ‘right’ is a dis-
cursive result of a system that produces ‘right’ or ‘wrong,” ‘true’ or ‘false’
statements. He writes:

For one may doubt, first, whether there are any opposites at all, and, sec-
ondly whether these popular valuations and opposite values on which the
metaphysicians put their seal, are not perhaps merely foreground estimates,
only provisional perspectives, perhaps even from some nook, perhaps from
below, frog perspectives, as it were, to borrow an expression painters use.

(BGE, #2, 10)
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In Ecce Homo (1992, orig. 1888), having told the story of Zarathustra in
which he emphasizes the idea of eternal recurrence as the “highest for-
mula of affirmation that can be attained” (p. 69), Nietzsche turns his at-
tention to Beyond Good and Evil, which he says belongs to the “No-saying
and No-doing part: the revaluation of existing values themselves”—“the
work of destruction” (p. 82). He proceeds to comment:

This book (1886) [Beyond Good and Evil] is in all essentials a critique of moder-
nity, the modern sciences, the modern arts, not even excluding modern pol-
itics, together with signposts to an antithetical type who is as little modern
as possible, a noble, an affirmative type. In the latter sense the book is a school
for gentlemen, that concept taken more spiritually and radically than it has
ever been taken. (emphasis in the original, EC: 82)

In the Genealogy of Morals and Twilight of the Idols Nietzsche continues the
work of critique, first, through exposing the psychology of Christianity,
based upon the spirit of ressentiment in a preliminary study for the reval-
uation of all values, and, second, through an analysis of ‘modern ideas’—
as he says, “the old truth is coming to an end” (p. 86). In the essay “Ex-
peditions of an Untimely Man” (Twilight of the Idols) he writes a section
entitled “Criticism of Modernity” beginning:

Our institutions are no longer fit for anything: everyone is unanimous
about that. But the fault lies not with them but in zs. Having lost all in-
stincts out of which institutions grow, we are losing the institutions them-
selves, because we are no longer fit for them. . . . For institutions to exist
there must exist the kind of will, instinct, imperative which is anti-liberal
to the point of malice: the will to tradition, to authority, to centuries-long
responsibility, to selidarity between succeeding generations backwards and
forwards in infinitum . . . The entire West has lost those instincts out of
which institutions grow, out of which the future grows: perhaps nothing
goes so much against the grain of its “modern” spirit as this. One lives for
today, one lives very fast—one lives very irresponsibly: it is precisely this
which one calls “freedom.” (TI: 93-94)

The critique of modernity, for Nietzsche, then, involves a critique of
‘modern’ ideas and institutions: democracy, liberalism, humanism, ‘free-
dom,’ truth, equality, modern marriage, modern education and science.
The critique of modernity above all involves crucially the critique of
modern philosophy based on these concepts and its respect for their
founding institutions. In opposition to modern philosophy Nietzsche ad-
vocates an overcoming of the concepts of the ‘will’ and the ‘soul’, and, ul-
timately, of the morality that presupposes such notions.
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Nietzsche, in passages like the one above in Twilight of the Idols, and in
Beyond Good and Evil and The Will to Power, identifies the break with tradi-
tion as the defining feature of modernity, and he underscores its accompa-
nying recognition that the sources of its values can no longer be based
upon appeals to the authority of the past. It is a situation which Nietzsche
understands brings about a kind of value reversal to traditionalism: tradi-
tionalism is understood in terms of the veneration of things past, crudely
speaking, “the older the better,” because the further back in time we go the
closer we get to mystical first causes or origins and the closer we get to the
sacred books of revelaton in the religious tradition. By contrast, moder-
nity understood as a break with the past—an aesthetic, moral, political, and
epistemological break—encourages a self-consciousness of the present and
an orientation to the future based on notions of change, progress, experi-
ment, innovation, and newness. Most important, modernity involves that
myth it constructs about itself that it is able to create its own values and
normative orientations somehow out of its own historical force, move-
ment, and trajectory. Nietzsche rejects any simple-minded opposition and
refuses to embrace one option or the other unreservedly; rather, we might
see him contemplating how and why “we moderns” want to draw up the
historical stakes in terms of such an exhaustive dichotomy.

Alexander Nehamas (1966) first depicts the Nietzschean diagnosis of
modernity as one that involves a kind of impasse that can be called #i-
bilism and then suggests that nihilism, in Nietzsche’s hands, is brought
about by a threefold realization. First, relinquishing the modernist belief
in progressive historical change and the corresponding view that there is
meaning to be found in events—“becoming aims at nothing and achieves
nothing.” Second, we come to understand that there is no coherent pat-
tern for world history and no universal method or procedure for inter-
preting it. Third, we realize that the seemingly stable world of being to
which we appeal in order to evaluate and judge the world of becoming is
itself no more than a psychological concept constructed from our needs.
Nehamas (1996: 228) cites Nietzsche’s remark in The Will to Power (12)
“the categories ‘aim,” ‘unity,” ‘being,” which we used to project some value
into the world—we pull out again; so the world looks valueless.”

It is clear that Nietzsche’s attitude to modernity is complex and cannot be
identified with easy assessments as the have been provided by a variety of
contemporary philosophers who focus upon one central feature of Nietz-
sche’s critique: rationality or truth or irony or relativism. Nehamas provides
an interpretation of Nietzsche which disputes the readings offered by Hei-
degger, Habermas, Rorty, and Maclntyre. In the eyes of Nehamas, Nietz-
sche is not the “last metaphysician” or the irrationalist and nostalgic roman-
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tic, or the playful ironist convinced of the contingency of our subjectivity
and institutions, or, finally, a radical relativist. According to Nehamas’ in-
terpretation, Nietzsche is to be characterized as a postmodernist (see also
Shapiro, 1991). By this he means that for Nietzsche modernity does desig-
nate a single thing, perhaps, not even a distinct cultural-historical period and
certainly not something that “we moderns” can somehow appreciate, justify,
or criticize as 2 whole. Yet this does not mean that specific institutions and
values cannot be criticized or defended. Nietzsche entertains a complex and
divided view of tradition as that which constitutes not only the past but also
the present—a source of cultural continuity often underestimated by a read-
ing of modernity characterized as essentially a break with and overcoming of
tradition on the basis of radical progress in scientific understanding and so-
cioeconomic change. Nietzsche’s view, Nehamas argues, is more typical of
what we now understand as modernism.

In Modernism we find both the love of innovation and the rejection of the
authority of tradition, but also, and at the same time, a questioning of the
value of progress, a critique of rationality, a sense that premodern civiliza-
tion involved a wholeness and unity that have been irreparably fragmented
(Nehamas, 1996: 224).

In politics as in other areas of philosophy Nietzsche, once considered
marginal, has now become part of the canon and this change of status is,
in part, as Mark Warren (1998: 90) confirms “a result of what it means to
do political theory.” His summary of Nietzsche’s relevance to contempo-
rary political theory is worth repeating here in lengthy form as it prefig-
ures Nietzsche as a thinker who, on the basis of his critique of modernity,
anticipates many contemporary theoretical moves.

Where . . . political theory is driven by a quest for epistemological certainty
.. . Nietzsche questions not just whether epistemologoical certainty is pos-
sible, but whether it ought to be a goal of thinking at all. Where political
theorists are captivated by philosophical approaches to life . . . Nietzsche in-
jects aesthetic, psychological and pragmatic perspectives . . . Where politi-
cal theory seeks universal principles or unitary designs, Nietzsche draws our
attention to ways such principles and designs generate costly dismissals of
the world with its plural possibilities . . . When political theorists understand
power as external forms of coercion that are polar opposites of thought, rea-
son, and discussion, Nietzsche reminds us that ideas and judgments, cultures
and interpretations, have effects as well, that there is an important (and rel-
evant) sense in which they, too, are power. Where political theorists take ca-
pacities for political judgment, agency, and responsibility for granted, Nietz-
sche asks how such capacities could come into existence and what makes
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such individuals possible. And where political theorists become enamoured
of language as the medium of public life, Nietzsche is there to show how
language, however necessary, can also constrain and flatten the uniqueness,
the extraordinariness, the particualrity of individual experiences. (Warren,
1998: 91-92)

It is, perhaps, no wonder that Jiirgen Habermas should identify Nietz-
sche’s thinking as both the decisive point of entry into discussions of post-
modernity and into the task of identifying what is necessary to reconstruct
the philosophical discourse of modernity in order to preserve its emanci-
patory impulse. On Habermas’s account Nietzsche’s critique of modernity
engulfs the very norms of autonomy and rationality that constitutively de-
fine political modernity and thereby undermines the very possibility of
critique. Habermas’s view has been very influential in shaping the debate
during the 1980s and 1990s over the nature, scope, and conditions of pos-
sibility of postmodernity and he characterizes contemporary French phi-
losophy, after Nietzsche, in a fierce polemic as an antimodern irrational-
ism instituting a total break with Enlightenment values. Both Habermas’s
interpretation of Nietzsche and of Nietzschean-inspired French philoso-
phy are palpably false. Neither Nietzsche nor those contemporary French
philosophers inspired by him seek a total break with the Enlightenment
though this does not mean that they do not reject certain features of
modernity or attempt to revalorize tradition, or, ultimately, inquire into
the cultural conditions necessary for the creation of new values. On War-
ren’s analysis we might picture Habermas as someone looking for a polit-
ical solution to nihilism where there isn’t one to be found; ultimately, in
Nietzsche’s view there are only cultural solutions to nihilism, to which
politics should be subordinated (Warren, 1998: 93).

HABERMAS, NIETZSCHE, AND
THE QUESTION OF POSTMODERNITY

In an early lecture—“Modernity versus Postinodernity”—delivered in
1980 as an acceptance speech for the Adorno Prize bestowed upon him by
the city of Frankfurt, Jiirgen Habermas (1981) casts himself as defender
of what he calls “the project of modernity,” which he traces back to Kant
and Weber, against the “antimodern sentiments” of a variety of self-styled
postmodernist thinkers. Habermas (1981) attributes the term “post-
modernity” to the French current of thought, the tradition, as he says
“running from Bataille to Derrida by way of Foucault” and he compares
the critique of reason of these French philosophers to the “Young Con-
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servatives” of the Weimar Republic, who “recapitulate the basic experi-
ence of aesthetic modernity” (Habermas, 1981: 13).

Habermas’s typology distinguishes the “antimodernism” of the “Young
Conservatives” from the “premodernism” of the “old conservatives” and
from the “postmodernism” of the “neoconservatives” while hinting at a
new ideological shift which focuses on an alliance of the postmodernists
with premodernists. By contrast, Habermas (1981: 12) situates himself
(and Adorno) in a relation to the “project of modernity” to learn “from
the mistakes of these extravagant programs which have tried to negate
modernity.”

The issue between Habermas and the poststructuralists, as Habermas
sees it at least, concerns their respective evaluations of modernity.
Habermas, locating himself in the tradition of Marxism social criticism
reflected in the work of the Frankfurt school, argues that we should at-
tempt to preserve the “emancipatory impulse” behind the Enlightenment
which “aims at a differentiated relinking of modern culture with an every-
day praxis” (Habermas, 1981: 21). In contrast, he sites so-called post-
structuralist thinkers in a tradition of a line of thinkers intellectually in-
debted to Nietzsche and Heidegger, who allegedly wish for a total break
with the Enlightenment by criticizing the very constitutive norms of
modernity that together make critique possible.

Habermas sees his work as a continuation of a philosophy of history
which arose in the eighteenth century with the work of Kant, Herder,
Condorcet, and Hegel. French poststructuralism involves a rejection of
the narrative of world history conceived of as the story of a single logical-
temporal movement that is able to embrace and contain, without residue,
all individual histories and cultural differences. This totalizing world nar-
rative is seen by poststructuralist thinkers as inherently ideological, serv-
ing only to legitimate certain views and values at the expense of others.
From the vantage point of poststructuralist thought this Hegelian philos-
ophy of history, which has since the Enlightenment presented itself as the
ultimate horizon of all interpretations, appears simply as one way of mak-
ing sense of world events among others. It functions as myth to describe
the progress of a universal subject and protects from criticism a specific
set of cultural values that are deeply embedded in Western cultural
modernity. From the viewpoint of poststructuralists the rejection of the
grand narrative is by no means a flight from understanding world history
but rather an important first step toward comprehending the historicity
of our values and institutions. Lyotard, for instance, defines ‘postmodern,’
elliptically, as “incredulity toward metanarratives” by which he means to
point to “the obsolescence of the metanarrative apparatus of legitimation”
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to which corresponds “the crisis of metaphysical philosophy and of the
university institution” (Lyotard, 1984: xxiv).

Lyotard’s (1984) work, historically, challenges the two grand Hegelian
metanarratives—the emancipation of humanity and the speculative unity of
knowledge—which underlie the philosophical tradition to which Habermas
belongs. Lyotard’s indirect assault is against the concept of ‘totality’—he
elsewhere, announces “a war against totality”—and the notion of autonomy
as it underlies the sovereign subject. His line of argument, therefore, is an
apparent confrontation with Habermas’s notion of a ratdonal society mod-
eled on communicational processes where so-called validity claims imma-
nent in ordinary conversation can be discursively redeemed at the level of
discourse. In this realm and vision of a “transparent” communicational so-
ciety moral and practical claims are said to be resolved rationally and con-
sensually without distortion or coercion—claims are said to be resolved
through only the force of pure argumentation itself. For Lyotard, this con-
ception represents the latest, perhaps last, attempt at building a “totalizing”
philosophy. Lyotard considers this “totalizing,” emancipatory vision of a
“transparent” communication society, which rests on a quasitranscenden-
talism and the ideal of consensus, as both “terroristic” and exclusory.

Habermas’s (1981) original and uncompromising stance as the defender
of the radical traditions of the Enlightenment and as a fierce antagonist
of poststructuralism has softened considerably as he (Habermas, 1987a)
has reevaluated his position. While he is more charitable to Foucault than
he is to Derrida (he does not mention Lyotard), there is clearly less of a
desire on Habermas’s part to define or to treat them together as “Young
Conservatives” and more of an effort to recognize the differences that
characterize their work. Habermas (1987a) might even appear to be en-
couraged by aspects of Foucault’s work, paying tribute to him especially
for his genealogical research on the subject and his account of power. In
more recent work still Habermas (1987) openly acknowledges how his
position and that of the poststructuralists are not as antithetical as they
have often been commonly conceived. Other commentators (e.g., Lash
and Boyne, 1990; White, 1988), by contrast, have emphasized the kinds
of affinity that exist between Habermas and the poststructuralists, com-
menting on the way they share certain characteristics, particularly as re-
gards their objects of criticism and their respective visions of viable con-
temporary political forms.

Some five years the after Adorno lecture, Habermas again turns to ad-
dress The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (19872) in a book originally
published in German under tide Der Philosophische Diskurs der Moderne:
Zwolf Vorlesungen (1985, Frankfurt: Verlag). Habermas (1987a: 74) does not
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merely wish to defend “the project of modernity” by explicating the con-
cept of the subject and subjectivity in accordance with the model of uncon-
strained consensus formation in a communication community, he also
wants to tell a story about the history of modern philosophy which suggests
that “the discourse of modernity took the wrong turn at that first crossroads
before which the young Marx stood once again when he criticized Hegel.”

To tell the story in this way enables him to agree with the poststructural-
ists that the paradigm of the philosophy of consciousness is exhausted, but
against the poststructuralists he attempts to preserve the impulse of the
project of modernity by developing what he refers to as the ‘paradigm of
mutual understanding’—the intersubjectivitist paradigm of communicative
action which Habermas first moots in Knowledge and Human Interests (1971)
and brings to fruition in his monumental, two-volume work, Theory of Com-
municative Action (1984; 1987b). This paradigm, like the Nietzsche-inspired
critique of Western logos, can similarly emphasize the embodiedness of
reason in history and language against its universalist and ahistorical pre-
tensions. Yet it can do so without the allegedly destructive consequences
which accompany Derrida’s critique, that is, without undermining the ca-
pacity of reason to be critical.

There is a softening of Habermas’s original position toward the post-
structuralist critique. Certainly, Habermas emphasizes some common
ground and agreement when he suggests that the paradigm of the Cartesian-
Kantian philosophy of consciousness is exhausted. He also distinguishes
more carefully between the work of Derrida and Foucault, treating them
quite differently. Both paths of postmodernity lead out of Nietzsche: one
leads through Heidegger to Derrida, the other leads through Bataille to
Foucault.

Nietzsche’s work is the decisive point of entry into discussions of post-
modernity and into reconstructing the philosophical discourse of moder-
nity. Habermas (1987a: 97) writes:

Nietzsche’s critique of modernity has been continued along both paths. The
sceptical scholar who wants to unmask the perversion of the will to power,
the revolt of reactionary forces, and the emergence of a subject-centered
reason by using anthropological, psychological, and historical methods has
successors in Bataille, Lacan and Foucauly; the initiate-critic of metaphysics
who pretends to a unique kind of knowledge and pursues the rise of the phi-
losophy of the subject back to its pre-Socratic beginnings has successors in
Heidegger and Derrida.

The Nietzschean inspired critique of the Western logos proceeds de-
structively and eventually collapses in upon itself: “It demonstrates that
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the embodied, speaking and acting subject is not master in its own house”
(Habermas 1987a: 310). Habermas’s (1987a: 311) maintains his own “less
dramatic” but “testable” critique of subject-centered reason, procceds
without being prone to the same destructive consequences because it con-
ceives of intersubjective understanding as the telos inscribed into com-
munication in ordinary language.

Poststructuralists have difficulty in accepting Habermas’s argument,
based on a phenomenological notion of the lifeworld, that particular
forms of life, which are heterogeneous and emerge in the plural, are con-
nected in the sense that they exhibit universal structures common to life-
worlds in general. These universal structures, we are told, “are only
stamped on particular life forms through the medium of action oriented
to mutual understanding by which they have to be reproduced.” The nor-
mative content of modernity, therefore, is to be justified from the rational
potential inherent in everyday communicative practice.

In sum, then, Habermas returns to the counterdiscourse of modernity
to examine the major crossroads. At the first crossroads, he returns to
Hegel to reconsider the notion of ethical life, equipped with the paradigm
of mutual understanding, and “to argue that the other of reason invoked
by the post-Nietzscheans is not adequately rendered in their ‘model of ex-
clusion’” (Thomas McCarthy, 1987: xvi). At the next major crossroad he
follows Marx’s injunction for philosophy to be both practical and an-
chored in practice. Yet with the advances of the linguistic turn in philos-
ophy this praxis is to be conceived not in terms of labor but rather in
terms of communicative action, where universal validity claims transcend
the local context to make possible the learnings that proceed from ra-
tional argumentation.

Yet Habermas’s commitment to a universalistic perspective on rational-
ity and ethics has become increasingly contestable as the decades of the
1980s and 1990s proceeded. Habermas, accordingly, has modified his po-
sition from assertions about what is implicit in speech actions of 4/l ac-
tions to assertions about the intuition of competent members of 7zodern
societies. For Habermas, the displacement of humanism is the displace-
ment of the individual knowing subject—the cogito—as the universal
source of all authority, morality, and power. It is, however, not a complete
rejection of humanism per se or the Enlightenment impulse, but rather
an attempt to understand the subject in the wider linguistic, social, and
cultural networks of intersubjectivity.

"To seek to define the internal teleology of tme and the direction in
which the history of humanity is moving, Foucault (1984) argues, is es-
sentially a modern preoccupation—“modern” in the Kantian sense. The
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Kantian sense of “modern,” Foucault tells us, is derived from the ques-
tion, Was ist Aufklirung? which is posed in terms of the difference “today”
introduces with respect to “yesterday.” Foucault (1984: 21) asks: “What,
then, is the event that is called the Aufklirung and that has determined, at
least in part, what we are, what we think, and what we do today?” We are
informed that Kant defines Enlightenment in a negative way as the
process that releases us from the status of immaturity. Enlightenment,
then, is the moment we come of age in the use of reason, when there is
no longer the need to subject ourselves to forms of traditional authority.
The notion of critique is also required at exactly this point, for its role is
that of defining the conditions under which the use of reason is legitimate
in order to determine what can be known, what must be done, and what
may be hoped. This reading of Kant’s text allows Foucault to character-
ize modernity as an attitude rather than an epoch (or a style) and to assert
that the thread connecting us to the Enlightenment is not “faithfulness to
doctrinal elements, but rather the permanent reactivation of an attitude—
that is, of a philosophical ethos that could be described as a permanent
critique of our historical era” (Foucault 1984: 42).

NOTE

A version of this chapter was presented at the 7th Biennial Conference, Interna-
tional Network of Philosophers of Education (INPE), Philosophy of Education in
the New Millenium, the University of Sydney, Australia, Friday 18-Monday 21
August 2000. A revised version appears in Peters et al (2001).
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A Critical Theory of the Self:
Wittgenstein, Nietzsche, Foucault

James D. Marshall

All philosophers have the common failing of starting out from man as
he is now and thinking they can reach their goal through an analysis of
him. They involuntary think of ‘man’ as an aeterna veritas, as some-
thing that remains constant in the midst of all flux, as a sure measure
of things. Everything that the philosopher has declared about man is,
however, at bottom no more than a testimony as to the man of a very
limited period of dme. Lack of historical sense is the family failing of
all philosophers . . . what is needed from now on is historical philoso-
phizing, and with it the virtue of modesty.

—Nietzsche, Human All Too Human

Critical thinking is normally considered as a version of informal logic
which “examines the nature and function of arguments in natural lan-
guage, stressing the craft rather than the formal reasoning.”! While then
there is room for assessing the context in which assertions are made and
conclusions are drawn, including the intrusion of emotions and personal
attitudes, conceived in this manner it may still rest as an essentally neu-
tral enterprise, like formal logic. Critical thinking then would lack the
force of critical to be found, for example, in the writings of the Frankfurt
school. In this latter sense of “critical” we encounter not merely skills of
informal logic but also a theory of how to think critically which, starting
from particular moral, social, and political premises, is no longer neutral.

It is this latter sense of “critical” which I wish to address in this chap-
ter. Much has been written in the philosophy of education about critical
thinking and, indeed, critical theory (especially on Habermas) but I wish
to extend the notion of a theory of critical thinking to include a critical
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theory of the self. It would be a theory which adopted Nietzsche’s injunc-
tion to abandon the search for “man” as an aeterna veritas and instead to
see “man” in a historical sense as a result of historical philosophizing.

I will attempt this by starting with traditional views of the self, includ-
ing Schopenhauer’s and Wittgenstein’s ‘mysterious’ self, arguing that
Foucault’s account of the self, influenced by Nietzsche, goes beyond tra-
ditional approaches to the self, especially dualistic positions. Foucault’s
problematizing notion of the self? denies that the self is a substance
(aeterna veritas), and in going beyond binary oppositions, is a positive life
affirming account of the possibilities for human beings. To that extent, I
would claim, it is worthy of being seen as critical, and thereby as con-
tributing to critical thinking.

CONCEPTIONS OF CRITICAL THEORY

Nietzsche provided a totalizing critique of the Enlightenment but his cri-
tique culminated not just in a fusion of validity and power but also with a
replacement of the will to truth with the will to power. This is the path to
be taken by Foucault though, unlike Nietzsche, he (arguably) does not ad-
vance a theory of power. This is the path that Habermas thought was
wrong.> Habermas criticizes Horkheimer and Adorno (and implicitly,
Nietzsche and Foucault) for being “so unappreciative of the rational con-
tent of cultural modernity that all they perceive everywhere is a binding
of reason and domination, of power and validity.” This comment would
apply also to Foucault.

Some versions of critical theory depend upon specifically Marxist con-
cepts such as the mode of production and domination (capitalist or social-
ist), or some version of ideology, or of alienation. In the case of the former,
as Foucault points out, there are more forms of domination than economic
domination. Indeed he shows how the discourses associated with the hu-
man sciences have produced forms of domination which are not the out-
comes of capitalism but were instead needed by capitalism in its rapid ex-
pansion in the nineteenth century. Here we have a fusion of reason and
domination, but there is a way out from domination for Foucault, which
rests upon the self and the self’s exercise of freedom.’ This was to be
achieved, Foucault argued, by a certain notion of a critical self, a self which
engaged in an ongoing critique. First, what did Foucault himself mean by
“critique”?

Foucault® had addressed the question “What is critique?” at the Société
Francaise de Philosophie on 27 May 1978.7 In typical fashion he dissoci-
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ates himself on this question from his distinguished philosophical for-
bears who used the term “critique” in the titles of their major works. In
Kant’s Critigue of Pure Reason and Marx’s A Contribution to the Critique of
Political Economy, the term “critique” is used to uncover what is masked or
hidden as general assumptions: in Kant’s case the necessary apriori as-
sumptions of pure reason; and in Marx’s case such things as the histori-
cally related conditions of the mode of production under capitalism which
determined human relationships and class divisions. Nor did Foucault
employ the term “critique” in the manner of the German theorists in
their notion of critical theory.

According to Miller,® in summarizing Foucault’s position in this paper
and his response to philosophers in his audience, Foucault saw critique as
an attitude, or as “a virtue.” Hence his preliminary definition was “the art
of not being governed” or, because this art had to arise in a specific con-
text, “the art of not being governed in a certain way and at a certain price”
(ibid.). Foucault considers the genealogy of this notion from the Refor-
mation to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and how it raised
anew the “problem of certainty in the face of authority.” Foucault sum-
marized this long development of critique as “the movement by which the
subject is given the right to discover the truth” by exercising “an art of
voluntary insubordination, of thoughtful disobedience.”

We should note the emphasis placed by Foucault upon the self’s refusal
to be subjected. But, given that power can only be exercised upon a free
agent, and not upon a slave in chains, and that for Foucault freedom must
be continuously exercised if it is not to be lost, then the liberty of the sub-
ject is an important presupposition of the exercise of freedom.” Thereby
one can see why refusing to be subjected or subordinated must be associ-
ated with attaining and maintaining liberty. But this requires the self to be
reflective upon itself and to be constantly vigilant against ever dangerous
forms of subjugation or domination of the self. In adopting forms of
thoughtful disobedience against perceived dangers of domination, the self
itself must change. I am proposing that the self cannot be taken as a fixed
and immutable given, as in many traditional accounts of the self. Before
turning to this theory of the self we will look at more traditional accounts.

TRADITIONAL ACCOUNTS OF THE SELF

Descartes to Hume

Descartes can be accused of initiating a “bump” in philosophical discus-
sions of the self. His emphasis on cognition in the famous dictum, ‘cogito,
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ergo sum,’ entails that in so far as I exist then my identity depends and con-
sists in the fact that I am a thinking substance or being (i.e., individuated ob-
ject), and that there is a fundamental dualism between mind and body.
This leads to a number of difficulties and problems. First, we will look
briefly at Locke’s and Hume’s reactions to this Cartesian position.

Locke, in An Essay Concerning Human Understanding,'® discusses sev-
eral notions of identity, beginning his discussion by categorizing four
types of identity. These are: identity of matter; identity of organized
biological matter such as vegetables; identity of animals; and personal
identity. Locke is not merely showing that ‘identity’ has several mean-
ings, but rather that attention must be paid to differences in our un-
derstanding of identity. Thus Locke treats personal identity as an indi-
viduated substance and believes that the criteria of identity lie in
consciousness: “it being the same consciousness . . . personal identity
depends on that only.” Thus Locke concludes his discussion of per-
sonal identity by asserting that if I who was Socrates am now the pres-
ent Mayor of Queenborough then that is so. Thus the self is identified
with consciousness, and the identity of the self depends upon the same
consciousness, that is, an identity statement asserting the same con-
sciousness over a time interval.

Hume says that identity is a 7elation which a thing has to itself, thus
commencing with the logically pure schema “a = a,” as properly repre-
senting the philosophical relation of identity. But he does have doubts
about this philosophical notion, saying: “We cannot in any propriety of
speech, say, that an object is the same with itself, unless we mean, that the
object existent at one time is the same with itself existent at another.”!!
Hence, in asserting a relation of identity, what we are trying to express is
a proposition of form “a = b,” but this is somehow inadequate. This is be-
cause a proposition of this contingent form, “a = b,” does not have the
logical purity of the proposition ‘a = a.” The philosophical problem which
now arises is that as we cannot regson from “a = b” to “a = a,” or indeed
vice versa, then we cannot be certain of identity.

But if we cannot establish identity by reason, nor can we establish it from
observation. If it were thought that at least continuous observation between
time tl to time t2 would establish a contingent identity statement Hume’s
response is that far from establishing a relation of identity this would only
establish unity.’? Thus Hume is led to conclude in typical “skeptical” fash-
ion that identity “can never arise from reason, but must arise from the
imagination.”"* Thus on personal identity Hume ends by asserting that per-
sonal identity is merely a series or collection of impressions/ideas, without
any substantial underpinning entity to provide any unity, and that the no-
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tion of identity as a relation arises from the imagination. Therefore we can-
not be certain about identity statements.

If, following these general discussions, my very being depends upon
clear and distinct ideas in consciousness, and my identity depends upon
memory, and I am in no way logically dependent upon my body, then per-
haps T could change bodies. This contingently absurd but logical possi-
bility is pursued extensively by Shoemaker.!* He talks of a mind/body op-
eration in which two minds are removed from their accompanying bodies
and inserted in the other body. It seems from the premises provided in the
tradition that such an operation is logically possible and while this might
be of considerable interest to neo-liberal neuro-surgeons such notions
were dismissed by Wittgenstein somewhat scathingly.’> Certainly such
thinking was indicative of people who didn’t know their way about.!¢

Schopenhauer and Wittgenstein

Rousseau had made objections to this Cartesian notion of the self. Ar-
guably, Rousseau is the first writer to bring a clearly defined notion of
self, an ordinary self, and that of a largely atomistic and autonomous self
above the threshold of visibility in Western thinking.!” Rousseau was con-
cerned to draw limits to the domain of reason and its over evaluation. In-
stead, in his ‘atomistic’ self it is the emotions which provide the basis for
individuality or the self. Rousseau did not believe that what we need to
become better as individual human beings, is more reason and more ra-
tionally based learning, for that would presuppose some Cartesian notion
of a self sufficiently transparent to be both made fully transparent by rea-
son and also to be made better by reason. Instead of rationality laying bare
the nature of the self by excluding all that belonged to the social through
a harsh application of binary logic, the self does not become transparent
for Rousseau, and rests as a muddle and a puzzle. It is certainly not logi-
cally simple. By rational standards it is therefore incomprehensible. Rea-
son cannot penetrate this confusion and muddle. If muddle and confusion
are not amenable to being penetrated and made clear by reason then it is
difficult to see how the self can be made better by reason, for what aspects
of the self could be identified in such muddle and confusion sufficiently
well, if at all, in order for them to be made better?

Thus, early in The Confessions of Fean-Jacques Rousseau'® Rousseau
says: “I felt before I thought.” This is then not merely a rejection of the
metaphysics of rationality being definitive of the self as is inherent in
Descartes’s cogito ‘I think, therefore I am’ nor a rejection of arid ra-
tionalism, especially materialistic and mechanistic interpretations of
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human being, but instead an affirmative expression of the emotive life
as the basis for the self.!” Wittgenstein’s anti-Cartesianism was hardly
original. It is most likely that Wittgenstein was made aware, and per-
haps first made aware of these objections, in his early reading of
Schopenhauer. Objections to the Cartesian notion of the self are also
to be found in Nietzsche (and these were probably as influential upon
Foucault as the antihumanist thrust of structuralism).

The early influences upon Schopenhauer’s philosophy were Kantian,*
but Schopenhauer also believed that metaphysics was possible. In arguing
that experience can be a source of metaphysics he parted company with
Kant.

For Schopenhauer we are not passive disembodied spectators of a world
of objects. Instead we are essentally embodied and active. The world for
Schopenhauer is 72y representation. By this he means that the world is only
that which appears to the representing subject, that is, a world of objects,
and the world is exhausted in its perceptability. The world of objects of
which we have knowledge is a world of appearance, but for there to be ob-
jects there must also be subjects.

For Schopenhauer the self or the subject is never an object and there-
fore cannot be an appearance for the subject. Yet a subject is necessary for
there to be objects. Thus the subject is not in space and time, but is like
an eye, an eye which cannot see itself, yet which mirrors the world. But
the eye which cannot be seen constitutes limits on what is seen, and on
the world. It would be mistaken to argue from the fact that the subject
does not exist in the objective world that it did not exist or was illusory or
a mere nothing. The point made by the eye image of the ‘I’ is merely that
the subject is not something which is to be found in the world of objects.
As Janaway says:?! “No one with a Schopenhauerean background would
think that the non-objective status of the subject entailed its illusoriness.”

But the self is not merely a representer of the world because there is the
will. First he distinguishes knowledge of objects from knowledge of our
willed actions. The will for Schopenhauer is not to be distinguished or sep-
arated from action. We do not will and cause an action, nor do we make
inferences from our observed actions to our willing those actions. Will is
action. Instead of some mental act of willing issuing in some bodily move-
ment, my will is expressed in action. My will is thus embodied. As I have
knowledge of my will, in a form of immediate knowledge, I have access to
the self, not provided to the I of the eye of representation. Willing thus has
priority over the intellect in Schopenhauer’s thought and this is used to
launch an attack upon the rational and transparent self of Descartes et al.
The will in us is also the will to life, an urge to live and to go on living.
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However, because of the dictates of the will we are bound to be in an
almost continual state of anguish and despair, tormented if not driven by
desires and unseen forces that we can never fully comprehend, control or
satisfy. Schopenhauer as metaphysician does not present us then with any-
thing optimistic about either the human condition or the possibilities for
the human condition (e.g., emancipation). Rather all such hope is mis-
placed. The minimal solution to this state of affairs is to restrict as far as
possible the operation of the will, through such things as fasting and
celibacy. Or we can escape from the will according to Schopenhauer
through aesthetic experience, because we can be so involved in contem-
plation of the object that we cease to evaluate it in terms of our needs and
desires and so we cease to will. Thus Schopenhauer sees us as becoming
closest to reality through aesthetic experiences. This awareness cannot be
communicated, however, and all that philosophy can do is bring us to the
brink of such comprehension. As Schopenhauer says of philosophy:??

Its theme must restrict itself to the world; to express from every aspect what
the world #s, what it zay be in its innermost nature, is all that it can honestly
achieve. . .. Now it is precisely here that the mystic proceeds positively, and
therefore, from this point nothing is left but mysticism.

Wittgenstein was influenced by Schopenhauer, particularly on the notion
that the self was not an individuated substance, and that ‘I’ did not refer to
a substantve self. He does not, however, advance beyond a negative posi-
tion on the self. According to Sluga?® for Wittgenstein either ‘I referred to
the body, which seems to be one interpretation of his comments on the ‘T,
or it referred to nothing, which is the other interpretation. However, if
there is nothing in the world of objects that is referred to by ‘T’, nothing can
be ‘done’ from cultural, social, and historical influences, essentially in the
world of objects, to something not in the world of objects. This position on
the self would permit a disengagement from a society seen as in an irre-
versible state of decay. This dark reading of Schopenhauer’s theoretical po-
sition on the self is arguably adopted by Wittgenstein.?*

Thus in the Notebooks,” in a section clearly influenced by Schopen-
hauer: “The thinking subject is surely mere illusion. But the willing sub-
ject exists. . . . The I, the I is what is deeply mysterious. The I is not an
object. I objectively confront every object. But not the I.” And in the
Philosophical Investigations:*® “‘I’ is not the name of a person, nor ‘here’ of
a place, and ‘this’ is not a name.”

It would appear that ‘I’ does not refer to what we normally think of as a
self, soul, subject, or person, given that to name is to refer. The T’ is a mys-
tery, and it is certainly not an object. Indeed there is an ongoing hostility
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in Wittgenstein’s writings to any notion of a substantive and individuated
self. Yet late in his life he is to say: “But it is still false to say . . . Iis a dif-
ferent person from LW.”?’ These two quotations open up a possible para-
dox of the self in Wittgenstein’s writings, for how can ‘T’ not refer to a self,
but not be a different person from LW? This is the paradox which is re-
solved in Wittgenstein’s later writings, if at all, only by his account of lan-
guage and the notion of how first person statements express rather than de-
scribe things such as pain.

Whereas for Schopenhauer the eye (I) sets the limits of the world, for
Wittgenstein it is language. In the Philosophical Investigations’® he also said
that ‘T’ explains a name. To understand this we must consider the condi-
tions under which ‘T’ is learned and how ‘T’ is taught to children, for it can
be argued from a broadly Wittgensteinian position that there is a kind of
logical connection between the meaning of some concepts and the condi-
tions under which they are taught and/or learned.?” Wittgenstein’s posi-
tion is not that there are causal relations between a concept and the actual
events or processes of teaching and learning, but rather a kind of logical
relation between the concepts that are learned and the ‘concepts’ of teach-
ing and learning. Thus certain general facts constitute a background sit-
uation against which particular concepts are learned. Thus the use of ‘T’
needs to be understood against the ‘logical’ background in which we ac-
quire meaning for the concept ‘I” and this has further bearing upon how
we use ‘T’ in utterances such as ‘T am LW’. Thus “I am in pain” does not
describe a mental state held by someone referred to by ‘T’ but is, instead,
a sophisticated expression of pain behavior.

According to Hans Sluga:*® “To trace Wittgenstein’s discussion of the
self, means . . . to trace the complex web of connections between ques-
tions of mind and language” (1996). This complex tracking cannot be
done here,*! but essentially Wittgenstein should be seen as holding an ex-
pressive view of identity utterances.*

Nietzsche

The reading of Nietzsche that has influenced both Heidegger and Fou-
cault, among others, is that of a cultural physician. Here there is an at-
tempt to liberate us in a therapeutic manner from the need to ask, pursue,
and theorize about the traditional and perennial philosophical questions.
This notion of philosophy as therapy is also to be found in the later
Wittgenstein who said:** “A philosophical problem has the form: ‘T don’t
know my way about.”” On this interpretation of philosophy as therapy,
which can be traced to at least the ancient Greeks and, more recently, to
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Hume, philosophy is therapeutic and calms, diverts, or rejects a great ma-
jority of the perennial philosophical questions and answers. For Wittgen-
stein traditional (academic) philosophy asks the wrong questions and pro-
vides misleading theoretical answers to them because, mistaking the
apparent form of a proposition for its proper logical form by reference to
its grammar, we end in a series of perennial puzzles. These puzzles are
caused because language has gone on holiday. The therapy then is for the
self not to be misled by such questions; it is not to attempt to solve them
by pursuing academic philosophy for that may only lead to great anxiety
for the self.

Nietzsche was strongly influenced and heavily indebted to Schopen-
hauer’s (1819) Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung.’* Here Christopher Jan-
away?*’ says that Nietzsche’s most radical views can be traced to Schopen-
hauer’s conception of the subject as both willing and knowing. A common
view of Nietzsche is that he comes to abandon the Schopenhauerean pes-
simism that permeates The Birth of Tragedy*® and to adopt a much more
positive approach to life and culture. That is to interpret him as a posi-
tivist reconstructivist. However the extent to which Nietzsche abandons
his earlier pessimism is not clear. Is his positive way forward merely a way
of ameliorating the fundamentally impossible situation in which humans
find themselves (according to Schopenhauer), or is it a way of liberating
the self from those conditions?

A central criticism by Nietzsche of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics, however,
is that the self remains a riddle, an ‘it,” to which Schopenhauer can only of-
fer a guess—the will. The ‘I, as a thing in itself, is indefensible, according to
Nietzsche, and cannot be predicated with the attributes which Schopen-
hauer wishes to attach to the will, because’” (quoted in Janaway, 1989: 343):

A totally obscure, inconceivable x is draped with predicates, as with bright
coloured clothes which are taken from a world alien to it, the world of ap-
pearance. Then the demand is that we should regard the surrounding
clothes, that is the predicates, as the thing itself.

In The Birth of Tragedy*® Nietzsche introduces Schopenhauer’s distinc-
tion between the knowing subject as the eye, or pure representing subject,
and the self as will through the distinction between the Apollonian and
the Dionysian. In Schopenhauer the individual self (will) is known
through a relationship with the body for the body and the will are one.
The movements of the body or will can be known immediately as they are
expressions of the will. But for Nietzsche this is merely metaphysics and
in its place we have the body, reunited with animals and the earth and the
Dionysian frenzy rather than with the Apollonian reason and intellect.
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FOUCAULT ON THE SELF

From 1979 Michel Foucault began to pursue questions of the self vigor-
ously, particularly in his important article “What Is Enlightenment?”*”
(Foucault, 1984c). His question was: “who are we in the present, what is
this fragile moment from which we can’t detach our identity and which
will carry that identity away with itself?” In Nietzschean fashion he was
to answer this question by turning to experience, as opposed to starting
from a committed and perhaps theoretical philosophical position, and ask
questions about how we constitute the self. As he said:*

What I rejected was the idea of starting out with a theory of the subject . . .
What I wanted to try to show was how the subject constituted itself, in one
specific form or another . . . it is not a substance. It is a form, and this form
is not always identical to itself . . . in each case one plays, one establishes a
different relation to oneself.

His question of experience is a ‘How?’ question, and not the more tradi-
tional philosophical questions such as “What is a self?” and, “What are
the criteria of identity for selves?” Rather, for Foucault, in order to grasp
our experience one must stay close to the modern—to everyday events—
and to experience them, be willing to be affected by them and to effect
them. What mattered for the Foucault of post-1968 Vincennes and the
1970s was “experience with . . . rather than engagement /n” (quoted in Ra-
binow 1997, p. xix [my emphasis]). “Who one was, Foucault wrote,
emerges acutely out of the problems with which one struggles.”!

But we should also note a shift in his approach away from looking at the
philosophical history of concepts such as madness toward issues of prob-
lematization. Problematization is concerned with objects, specifically
with how they are introduced into thought. In particular:*

Problematisation doesn’t mean representation of a pre-existing object, nor
the creation by discourse of an object that doesn’t exist. It is the totality of
discursive or non-discursive practices that introduces something into the
play of the true and false and constitutes it as an object for thought (whether
in the form of moral reflection, scientific knowledge, political analysis, etc.).

His questions are concerned then with how one controls oneself, and
how this control is integrated into practices with others. Thus his funda-
mental question is concerned with how one practices one’s freedom, for
that it the essence of ethics for Foucault.

Foucault is not interested in the mystical view of the ‘T’ that is to be
found in Schopenhauer and in the earlier Wittgenstein. Nevertheless the
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self is not something which is open to biological, sociological, and so
forth, description. For Foucault the Man which is dead, and cannot serve
as a posit of ‘human’ theory, is not just the Man of the human sciences,
with all of the humanistic baggage that Man there carries. It is also the
subject post Kant to which these attributes are accorded, which is not the
mystical self of Schopenhauer and Wittgenstein.

Even so the self is not something which is a given. Instead he holds a
Nietzschean position:* “Be yourself. You are none of the things you now
do, think, desire.” Miller says* that this was Schopenhauer’s influence
upon Nietzsche, and Nietzsche’s upon Foucault. Furthermore for both
Nietzsche and Foucault: “Our body is but a social structure”® and the self
is contingent, and hanging because of shifting social and cultural forces.*
They both reject the metaphysical ‘T’ of Schopenhauer, seeing the self as
being constructed by customs, practices, and institutions in which we live
and grow (cf. Wittgenstein on forms of life). As these are not ultimate
givens, therefore we can change. Nietzsche thought that we had come to
hate the body and its Dionysian untamed frenzies because of Christianity,
and thus deeply immersed in social and cultural traditions it was difficult
“to become what one is.” For Nietzsche of Thus Spake Zarathustra® it be-
gins with the discovery of the Dionysian frenzy of life by communing
again with the world, and to transcend the self that appears as a given: for
the later Foucault it is to care for the self. For both Nietzsche and Fou-
cault: “Nobody can build you the bridge over which you must cross the
river of life, nobody but you alone.”*

In his earlier writings on the constitution of the self,* Foucault had
seen coercive forces and practices as dominating selves, as he treated
power as repressive. Later he is to drop the concept of repression because
“repression is quite inadequate for capturing what is precisely the pro-
ductve aspect of power . . . (and) this (repression) is a wholly negative,
narrow skeletar conception of power,”° though warlike metaphors are re-
tained as late as 1983. Like Nietzsche, power is productive, it creates or
makes people, it can be positive and not merely negative and it is this lat-
ter positive notion of power which is to be found in his later writings.

Foucault claims that the Delphic maxim “to know yourself” has sup-
planted the other notion of Greek antiquity, “to take care of yourself.” He
argues that the “need to take care for oneself brought the Delphic maxim
into operation” and that the latter was subordinated to the former. In
modern Western culture, he claims, the notion of caring for oneself has
come to be seen as narcissistic, as an immorality, and as a means of escape
from rules and respect for law. Given further the Christian inheritance that
the road to salvation lies through self-renunciation to know oneself seems
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paradoxically the road to self-renunciation and salvation. Secondly, he ar-
gues, theoretical philosophy since Descartes has placed ever-increasing
importance upon knowledge of the self as the first step in epistemology.
His conclusion is that the order of priority of these two maxims has be-
come reversed; “know thyself” has assumed priority over care for the self.

The self for Foucault is stated reasonably clearly:’! “it is not a sub-
stance. It is a form, and this form is not always identical to itself . . . in
each case one plays, one establishes a different relation to oneselt.” If the
self is not an individuated object or substance, but is, rather, a form, or
something conceptual, then our conceptualizing of ourselves at any par-
ticular time may take up differences, in a complex interplay of intellect,
character, and action. A form here is like a category (the self) which may
be filled in various ways. Thus you may not have the same relationship to
yourself when you constitute yourself as a political subject to speak at a
meeting and as a father speaking to a daughter or son prior to the meet-
ing. We cannot assert an identity relationship such as “a = b” between
these two forms because these two forms may not be identical. Put an-
other way, his concern is with how the intellect, character, and action can
be reconciled in living in the context of practical affairs in the present.
The singularity of the present in its games of truth and practices of power
may either require a certain form of the self or present the opportunity to
constitute one’s self actively in a form of transfiguration of other forms of
the self. But these practices are not something entirely invented, as we are
influenced by models. We are also influenced by mentors. All of these
models must be subjected to historical and philosophical examination.
Care for the self, in Foucault’s hands, is to be a form of exercise upon the
self and not a Schopenhauerean renunciation of the self, or a form of
Wittgensteinean resignation that not much can be done.

This knowledge which one has of the forms that the self takes (se con-
naitre) is active and highly political as it was for the Greeks. For the
philosopher this becomes doubly so, “in terms of intensity, in the degree
of zeal for the self, and consequently, also for others, the place of the
philosopher is not that of just any free man.”>? Here he was assigning a
special role for the philosopher, one which Wittgenstein was reluctant to
assign. But in Foucault’s case it was a role which was academic for it was
also scholarly, though it was philosophy not in the normal and more tra-
ditional academic sense but in a very overt sense of the political.

Care for the self is not to be seen as a form of /iberation but as “an exer-
cise of the self on the self by which one attempts to develop and transform
oneself, and to attain a certain mode of being.”>* This mode of being is not
that of the liberated or unalienated person as, in versions of Marxist the-
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ory, it runs the risk of returning to some notion of human being or essence
to which one can return by breaking repressive deadlocks. Indeed practic-
ing freedom requires liberation but liberation per se does not define for us
the practices of freedom (loc cit.), for freedom must be practised ethically:
“for what is ethics, if not the practice of freedom. Freedom is said to be
“the ontological condition of ethics” but “ethics is the considered form
that freedom takes when it is informed by reflection.”**

Care of the self is ethical he argues not because it is care of others but
because it is ethical iz izself. It does however imply complex relationships
with others “as this ezhos of freedom is also a way of caring for others.”’
It is not therefore merely self regarding or narcissistic. Ethos involves a re-
lationship with others, which comes about because of the way in which
the self and care of the self becomes known. Here Foucault argues one
needs a guide or mentor who can speak truthfully to one, who will not be
authoritarian or manipulative, and who will teach one. Thus relationships
with others are built into the very conditions of the learning of, or the de-
velopment of, the care of the self. To learn to care for the self is then at
one and the same time to learn to care for others. Nevertheless: “Care for
others then should not be put before the care of oneself. The care of the
self is ethically prior in that the relationship with oneself is ontologically
prior.”’

CONCLUSION

This is clearly a different view of problematizadon and critique from that
of, for example, Marxism, where fundamental questions need to be asked
about such things as relations of production, alienation, and the serving
of interests. There a repressive aspect merely needs to be removed and
problematization of a series of given and taken-for-granted assumptions
is often the first step. Thus, for example, fundamental questions need to
be asked about the adage “A fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work” to expose
capital. By changing the relations of production, repression, and alien-
ation can be addressed in Marxist theory. But here we have binary oppo-
sitions in play between truth and falsity and good and evil—the bad is to
be replaced by the good!

Foucault in his later life was developing a critique of neoliberalism. In
modern neoliberalism there is the notion of a self as an autonomous
chooser’’ or utility maximizer, that is, of an atomistic individual capable of
choosing, wishing to choose independently, and able to discern issues of
quality and self-interest in the choices offered in the free market. Matters
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of welfare and justice become the unintended outcomes of the hidden
hand of the market. Clearly there is a political and intellectual burden
from the past in this notion of the autonomous chooser—in Adam Smith
(and to Robert Nozick) rather than in Adam Ferguson. Part of a Fou-
cauldean project of problematization would be to expose the forerunners
and the opponents in eighteenth-century thought, and thus that the pres-
ent state of affairs was not inevitable. But it would also be to identify and
expose the discourses and practices at national and global levels that have
permitted utility maximizers to be almost taken universally as givens or the
individuals in current economic, management, welfare, and educational
thought.

His position was not so much that individualism was wrong but that in-
dividualism needed an adequate account of the self, of relationships with
Others, and of how one was to care for the self (and thereby Others) in
the practice of freedom. On each of these parameters he has a critique of
the autonomous chooser. His notion of the self as constituted forecloses
on such things as self-interest being part of a human nature. On the con-
trary, the self is constituted in a pedagogical relationship with Others, and
as one learns how to constitute and control the self one also learns about
Others and care of others in the practices of freedom. There is a very
complex interrelation of dependence between the self and others, which
starts as a mentor relationship and continues with mentoring relation-
ships. This governance of the self was therefore also governance of others.
And he thought governance of the self could be accommodated within a
wider political account of governance of populations.’

But are we to call this a critical theory? Not much turns on a name, but
in so far as Foucault’s account tries, like Nietzsche, to advance beyond bi-
nary oppositions such as mind/body, I would see it that way. If emotions
and personal attitudes can intrude into informal logic (and into critical
thinking) then it is clear that a Foucauldean self, steeped in thoughtful
disobedience, would not hold a neutral position in any discourse of natu-
ral language. Appraising the conclusions of critical thinking would there-
fore require one to have some conception of a self. In my view Foucault
provides a powerful critical conception of the self for critical thinking
within the liberal tradition.
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From the Question Concerning Technology
to the Quest for a Democratic Technology:
Heidegger, Marcuse, Feenberg

Iain Thomson

Richard Wolin has remarked that “[t]he full story of Marcuse’s relation
to Heidegger has yet to be written.”! Indeed, there are at least fwo stories
to be told about the Marcuse-Heidegger relationship: the story of its his-
torical past and the story of its philosophical future. Let us hope that in-
tellectual historians like Wolin will continue to bring the past of this im-
portant relation to light; in the meantime, Andrew Feenberg has already
begun writing the story of its philosophical future. The goal of his Ques-
tioning Technology is to articulate a critical theory capable of responding to
“[t]he fundamental problem of democracy today,” namely, the question
of how to “ensure the survival of agency in this increasingly technologi-
cal universe” (p. 101).2 To meet this challenge, Feenberg synthesizes and
extends the critiques of technology developed by Heidegger and post-
Heideggerian thinkers like Marcuse and Foucault. My approach will seek
to situate Feenberg’s project within this historical perspective.

THE HISTORY BEHIND FEENBERG’S
HEIDEGGER-MARCUSE DIALECTIC

Marcuse studied with Heidegger from 1928 to 1932, and Feenberg was a
Marcuse student during the late 1960s.® This, of course, makes Feenberg
one of Heidegger’s intellectual grandchildren. Yet this is a genealogy
fraught with political and philosophical tensions, tensions which occasion-
ally make themselves felt in Feenberg’s interpretations and which point
back to the fact that Marcuse himself broke with Heidegger bitterly—and
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permanently—in 1948. To Marcuse, Heidegger’s strong early support of
National Socialism represented a fundamental betrayal of Heidegger’s
own “existential” philosophy, and thus an abandonment of “the greatest
intellectual heritage of German history,” and he said so at the time.* In
1933 and 1934, while Heidegger was making political speeches on Hitler’s
behalf, Marcuse was fleeing Hitler’s rise to power, first from Frankfurt to
Geneva in 1933, then emigrating to New York in 1934, where he served as
the philosophical specialist for the now exiled Frankfurt School. During
this period, Marcuse wrote Reason and Revolution, defending Hegel’s notion
of the state—as “a social order built on the rational autonomy of the
individual”—against the “pseudo-democratic ideology” characteristic of
fascism, which pays lip service to the direct rule of the “people” [Volk]
while in fact “the ruling groups control the rest of the population directly,
without the mediation of . . . the state.” Hitler had abolished all such dem-
ocratic mediation, so Marcuse concludes Reason and Revolution by quoting
Carl Schmitt’s proclamation that on January 30th, 1933, “the day of
Hitler’s ascent to power, ‘Hegel, so to speak, died.””

Marcuse’s post-Heideggerian return to Hegel was of course also a re-
turn to Marx; he was elaborating the major philosophical sources of Frank-
furt School critical theory. But around this time Max Horkheimer, who di-
rected the Institute for Social Research and controlled its finances, began
working closely with another philosopher, Theodore Adorno. Adorno,
whose hatred for Heidegger apparently spilled over onto Marcuse, wrote
to Horkheimer in 1935 to remind him of the “illusions” Marcuse had so
recently had “of Herr Heidegger, whom he thanked all-too-heartily in the
foreword to his [1932] Hegel book.” Adorno went so far as to accuse Mar-
cuse of being “hindered [only] by Judaism from being a fascist”!® Whether
or not Adorno’s vicious intrigue succeeded, Marcuse soon found Institute
funds in too short a supply to continue supporting him and his family.
Thus it was that Marcuse, the philosopher now best remembered as the in-
tellectual guru of the New Left (and thus the mentor of New Left philoso-
phers like Feenberg, Angela Davis, and Douglas Kellner), found himself
working for various American intelligence agencies from 1942 to 1951.7

This is less strange than it sounds. Marcuse actually spent the final
years of the Second World War doing “de-Nazification studies” for the
Office of Strategic Services. Here, with two other prominent members of
the Frankfurt School (the legal scholar and economist Franz Neumann
and the political theorist Otto Kirchheimer), Marcuse engaged in an in-
tensive interdisciplinary effort to uncover and “eliminate the root causes
that had produced fascism.” Looking back in 1954, however, Marcuse
would conclude that: “The defeat of Fascism and National Socialism has
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not arrested the trend toward totalitarianism.”® The fundamental politi-
cal threat to democracy had not been rooted out; it had merely changed
forms and continued to spread after the war. Marcuse called this new,
postfascist form of totalitarianism “technocracy.” A technocracy is a po-
litical state in which “technical considerations of imperialistic efficiency
and rationality supersede the traditional standards of profitability and
general welfare.” For the rest of Marcuse’s long and fruitful career, his
overriding question became: How can the increasingly global technoc-
racy be subverted, that is, democratized? This is precisely the quest behind
Questioning Technology, the project that Feenberg takes up—with Heideg-
ger’s help.

Of course, Marcuse himself would not have looked to Heidegger for
help. Marcuse was deeply dissatisfied by Heidegger’s private admission of
a “political error”; he expected Heidegger to publicly announce his polit-
ical change of “allegiance” (as Nazi opportunists like Schmitt and Alfred
Biumler had done right after the war, a disingenuous act that Heidegger,
the thinker of authenticity, found simply “loathsome”).!1® Marcuse pre-
sciently warned Heidegger that his refusal to make such an apology would
be interpreted as a continuing “complicity” with Nazism, but Heidegger
obstinately refused.!! Thus a controversial stalemate was reached, and
Marcuse and Heidegger would remain personally and professionally es-
tranged for the rest of their lives. Unfortunately, as Feenberg shows, this
mutual estrangement led them to neglect the important insights con-
tained in each other’s work on technology. Feenberg brings out remark-
able similarities between Marcuse’s critique of technocracy, the technolog-
ically mediated production and maintenance of a one-dimensional
society, and Heidegger’s ontological critique of enframing, the technolog-
ical understanding of being which turns everything it touches into a mere
resource.!? Indeed, Feenberg stages a forceful post-Marcusean return to
Heidegger, and thus presents in absentia much of Marcuse and Heideg-
ger’s missing interlocution on the essence of modern technology.

True to the philosophical spirit of Marcuse, Feenberg’s critique of Hei-
degger is thoroughly dialectical. Its negative or critical moment seeks to
isolate Heidegger’s deepest insights into technology, preserving these in-
sights from distortions Feenberg blames on Heidegger’s “techno-phobic”
(p. 151) and “essentialist” (p. 3) understanding of technology. In the pos-
itive moment of his critique, Feenberg appropriates several of Heideg-
ger’s insights, incorporating these in a powerful new way into his own
critical theory of technology. In so doing, he demonstrates the continuing
importance of the Heideggerian critique of technology while going be-
yond Heidegger—and Marcuse—in significant respects.
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FEENBERG’'S MARCUSEAN CRITIQUE OF HEIDEGGER

Feenberg argues that the four major types of theories of technology (de-
terminism, instrumentalism, substantivism, and critical theory) can be
differentiated by the answers they each give to two basic questions (p. 9).
For Feenberg, Heidegger’s first answer represents an unsurpassable his-
torical advance beyond determinism and instrumentalism, but Heideg-
ger’s second response pinpoints where his “substantivist” view goes wrong
and needs to be superseded by Feenberg’s own critical theory. The first
question is: Is technology neutral or is it value-laden? As Feenberg argues,
Heidegger undermines once and for all the belief that technology is neu-
tral by showing that the technological doer comes to be historically
“transformed by its acts” (p. 206). Heidegger’s understanding of technol-
ogy thus overturns both traditional Marxist determinism (according to
which technological advance will inevitably usher in the golden age of
communism), and liberal instrumentalism (which understands technology
merely as an instrument of progress, a set of tools which can be used
transparently to achieve independently chosen ends). As Feenberg puts it,
Heidegger shows that “technology is not merely the servant of some pre-
defined social purpose; it is an environment within which a way of life is
elaborated” (p. 127). And thus, “for good or ill, the human manner of in-
habiting the environment can only be [an] ethical” question.!?

Heidegger’s answer to this ethical question concerning technology argues
that technology has an ontological impact which is far from neutral. As
technology colonizes the lifeworld, everything “sucked up” into its
purview, including the modern subject, is reduced to the ontological sta-
tus of a resource to be optimized. Within our current technological “con-
stellation” of intelligibility, “[o]nly what is calculable in advance counts as
being.”'* This technological understanding of being produces a “calcula-
tive thinking” which quantifies all qualitative relations, reducing all enti-
ties to bivalent, programmable “information,” digitized data which in-
creasingly enters into what Baudrillard calls “a state of pure circulation.”’
As this historical transformation of beings into resources becomes more
pervasive, it increasingly eludes our critical gaze. Indeed, we come to treat
even ourselves in the terms underlying our technological refashioning of
the world: no longer as conscious subjects in an objective world but
merely as resources to be optimized, ordered, and enbhanced with maximal
efficiency (whether cosmetically, psychopharmacologically, genetically, or
cybernetically).!s For Heidegger, the “greatest danger” of our spreading
technological understanding of Being is the possibility that we will lose
the capacity to understand ourselves in any other way.
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Feenberg seems to agree with Heidegger’s basic diagnosis of technol-
ogy’s ontological impact, but thinks that Heidegger overstates the danger
because he ignores resources internal to technological society capable of
combating this ontological devastation. This brings us to the second
question Feenberg uses to categorize the field of technological theories,
the question which differentiates Feenberg from Heidegger: Can the his-
torical impact of technology be humanly controlled, or does it operate ac-
cording to its own autonomous logic? Is humanity capable of guiding the
historical direction in which technology is taking us? No, Heidegger an-
swers; what is most essential about technology, namely, the way in which
it alters how reality shows up for us, cannot be controlled.!” As Heideg-
ger writes: “No single man, no group of men, no commission of promi-
nent statesmen, scientists, and technicians, no conference of leaders of
commerce and industry, can brake or direct the progress of history in the
atomic age.”'® This answer reveals what Feenberg most fundamentally
objects to in Heidegger’s approach: Heidegger attributes an autonomous
logic to technology. This fatalistic “substantivism” stems ultimately from
Heidegger’s essentialism, Feenberg contends (p. 17), and it leads Heideg-
ger to advocate “liberation from [the technological order] rather than [its]
reform” (p. 198).

But Feenberg’s reading is never so hermeneutically violent as when he
accuses Heidegger of being a technological “essentialist.” Heidegger’s
paradoxical sounding claim that “the essence of technology is nothing
technological” does not mean that technology leaves no room for “reflex-
ivity” (p. 207). Heidegger is really expressing the paradox of the measure;
height is not high, treeness is not itself a tree, and the essence of technol-
ogy is nothing technological. To understand the “essence of technology,”
Heidegger says, we cannot think of “essence” the way we have been do-
ing since Plato (as what “permanently endures”), for that makes it seem as
if “by the [essence of] technology we mean some mythological abstrac-
tion.” We need, rather, to think of “essence” as a verb, as the way in which
things “essence” [west] or “remain in play” [im Spiel bleibt].' “The essence
of technology” thus means the way in which intelligibility happens for us
these days, that is, as “enframing” (the historical “mode of revealing” in
which things show up only as resources to be optimized). Heidegger’s his-
torical understanding of the “essence” of technology may actually put his
position closer to the “constructivist” than the “essentialist” camp, and it
becomes clear that Feenberg shares a similar view when he advocates “a
historical concept of essence” in the book’s concluding chapter (p. 201).

What Feenberg really objects to, it seems, is Heidegger’s claim that the ap-
propriate response to technology is best characterized by the comportment
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toward phenomena Heidegger calls Gelassenbeit, that is, releasement, equa-
nimity, composure, or “letting-be” (p. 198)—not “resignation and passivity,”
as Feenberg rather polemically translates the term at one point (p. 184). But
Feenberg gives a more sympathetic treatment of the notion of Gelassenbeit
later, when he writes: “Heidegger’s undeniable insight is that every making
must also include a letting-be, an active connection to the meanings that
emerge with the thing and which we cannot ‘make’ but only release through
our productive activity” (p. 198, my emphasis). If the “criteria for construc-
tve reform” (p. 189) Feenberg secks are to be found anywhere in Heideg-
ger’s view, it is here. In fact, “Gelassenbeit” is one of the main criteria that the
Amish use when deciding for or against the integration of a new technolog-
ical device into their community. To some this example may seem its own
refutation, but the critical theorist of technology can learn much from the
Amish, who are not “knee-jerk technophobes,” but rather “very adaptive
techno-selectives who devise remarkable technologies that fit within their
self-imposed limits.” The Amish may actually have achieved Heidegger’s
ideal of a “free relation to technology,” according to which we should “af-
firm the unavoidable use of technical devices, and yet also deny them the
right to dominate us, and so to warp, confuse, and lay waste to our nature.”
Heidegger is not a Luddite, but rather advocates a non-addicted “proper use”
of technical devices in which we keep ourselves “so free of them, that we may
let go of them at any time.””® He says we should “let technical devices enter
our daily life, and at the same time leave them outside”; the Amish take this
advice quite literally when they leave their cellular phones in the outhouse
overnight so that phone calls will not interrupt the face-to-face communal
relations they cherish. The Amish do not reject new devices like the cell
phone out of hand, but live reflexively with them, sometimes for years, be-
fore deciding “what will build solidarity and what will pull them apart,” what
can be adapted to fit the needs and values of their community (like high-tech
electric barbecues) and what cannot (like cars), and in such adaptadon they
can be quite creative.?!

But for Feenberg, Heidegger’s faith in Gelassenbeit is too “nostalgic”
(p- 199) and passive; Heidegger’s “fatalism” gives over too much human
autonomy to the technological order. In fact, Feenberg’s fundamental
objection appropriates Marcuse’s most powerful po/itical criticism of Hei-
degger. As Marcuse put it, Heidegger succumbed to a “hopeless het-
eronomism,” that is, he lost faith in the Enlightenment’s understanding
of freedom as the capacity for substantive rational self-determination,
the ability to direct the ends as well as the means of human life. Feenberg
expresses this Marcusean criticism in a Marxist register: Heidegger is a
“technological fetishist” (p. viii). In the Marxist vocabulary, fetishism oc-
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curs when a “social relation between men” assumes “the fantastic form
of a relation between things.”?? For a Marxist (and let us not forget that
critical theory is post-Marxian Marxism), to fetishize something is to de-
tach it from the human labor that produced it but to continue neverthe-
less to project human meanings upon it, mistaking these projections for
an independent reality. The fetishist’s anthropomorphic projection en-
dows a humanly created entity with the magical appearance of possess-
ing a telos independent of human ends. Heidegger’s technological
fetishism is visible in the fact that, in his view, “technology rigidifies into
destiny” (p. 14). But just as Feenberg downplays the active element in
Gelassenbeit, so here he overlooks the fact that for Heidegger enframing
is our “destiny,” but it is not necessarily our “fate.” As Hubert Dreyfus
explains, “although our understanding of things and ourselves as re-
sources to be ordered, enhanced, and used efficiently has been building
up since Plato and dominates our practices, we are not stuck with it. It is
not the way things have to be, but nothing more or less than our current
cultural clearing.” In fact, the critical force of Heidegger’s “history of Be-
ing” comes from his hope for a new historical beginning in which we
would no longer treat everything as resources to be optimized.”*
Feenberg argues, however, that Heidegger succumbs to the “determinis-
tic illusion” because he fails to notice the “specific technical choices” which
are in fact always involved in processes like “the deskilling of work, the de-
basement of mass culture, and the bureaucratization of society” (p. 11). If
Heidegger “allows no room for a different technological future” (p. 16), a fu-
ture which would avoid “the gloomy Heideggerian prediction of technocul-
tural disaster” (p. 17), it is because he overlooks the specific choices that al-
ways go into the process of “technological design,” and thus cannot envision
the possibility that technologizaton could come to serve democratization.
Again, I do not think Feenberg is right about Heidegger’s supposed fatalism.
This objection ignores Heidegger’s hope for an “other beginning” to West-
ern history (this is not surprising, since for Feenberg the political direction
in which this hope led Heidegger disqualifies the hope itself). Second, it rests
on Feenberg’s polemical characterization of Gelassenbeit as “Heidegger’s out-
right rejection of agency” (p. 105), when in fact, as Feenberg recognizes sub-
sequently, Heidegger’s more balanced insistence on ontological receptivity is
better understood as Heidegger’s later “corrective to his overemphasis on
the role of Dasein in disclosure” in his early work (p. 195). For Heidegger it
is crucial that we recognize our ontological receptivity if we are to get beyond
our “willful” technological ontology and envision an alternative future. Still,
Feenberg’s conclusion—that Heidegger’s own suggestions about this alter-
native future leave no room for a democratization of technology—may be
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right for another reason, namely, Heidegger’s excessively dim view of de-
mocracy.

At any rate, Feenberg’s critique of Heidegger becomes the springboard
for his own alternative, which seeks to expand democratic control over
the technological design process. Here Feenberg again draws his inspira-
tion from Marcuse. Unlike Heidegger, Marcuse learned from Hitler’s rise
to power about the importance of maintaining strong democratic institu-
tions capable of mediating the will of the people and ensuring that the na-
tional voice is as inclusive as possible. Still, Marcuse was deeply concerned
that the technological colonization of these democratic institutions dis-
couraged rational autonomy. As Marcuse looked around himself in 1941,
he saw that “[i]ndividualistic rationality has developed into efficient com-
pliance with the pre-given continuum of means and ends.” Indeed, one
revealing difference between Heidegger and Marcuse can be seen in Hei-
degger’s interpretation of a massive highway interchange on the autobahn
as a “thing” capable of putting us in touch with the meanings of the world
it embodies.?* Pace Feenberg, here Heidegger recognizes that: “Devices
are things too” (p. 196), that is, he acknowledges that it is possible to at-
tain a “reflexive relation” to technological devices (p. 207). Heidegger
thus helps raise the question concerning the world of meanings opened
and transformed by technological phenomena such as the “information
superhighway,” the Internet.”> Unlike Heidegger, however, Marcuse
thought that: “In manipulating the machine, man learns that obedience to
the directions is the only way to get the desired results. . . . There is no
room for autonomy.” I think this shows that in fact Heidegger thought
further in the directon of Feenberg’s project than did Marcuse, even
though this project is inspired by Marcuse’s notion of a technological “de-
mocratization of functions”—the only development Marcuse could point
to within Western democracies that seemed capable of reversing our slide
toward a “totally-administered society.”?

FEENBERG’S ALTERNATIVE

Feenberg uses the work of Bruno Latour to uncover the way in which
substantive political choices are embedded into technology during the de-
sign process. Think for example of the moral content locked into the
“technical code” of the “speed-bump”: rather than appealing to our ra-
tional autonomy through the imposition of speed-limits, the technical de-
vice simply decides for us and forces us to comply.?’ As Feenberg writes:
“Design comes to reflect a heritage of . . . choices. . . . [I]n a very real sense
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there is a technical historicity; technology is the bearer of a tradition that
favors specific interests and specific ideas about the good life” (p. 139). In
short, technological “design mirrors back the social order” (p. 87). Thus,
against Heidegger’s supposed “technological essentialism,” Feenberg ar-
gues that we need to recognize the historical “malleability of technology”
(p. 193), the possibility that technology could come to embody more
democratic values. As an example of such technical historicity, Feenberg
describes the struggle between IBM and Macintosh over text versus
graphics user interfaces. Early on, the text-based interface nicely repre-
sented the values of computer users, who were mostly programmers. But
as the democratization of computers spread computer use beyond pro-
grammers, the graphics interface came to better represent the values of
the broader community of users.?

Why is it then that when we look at today’s computers, we see no sign
of this struggle, which only recently ended? Feenberg’s answer to this
question explains why he thinks Heidegger missed what he missed. When
the design process is complete, the value-laden choices that went into it
are “black-boxed,” sealed into “the technical code” (p. 88). This hard-
wiring of specific cultural values into our technical devices obscures the
fact that these values were chosen, and this reinforces a fatalistic attitude
toward technology. Such an analysis leads Feenberg to suggest that Hei-
degger falls victim to the “deterministic illusion” technological “closure”
produces (p. 87) because he “doesn’t view modern technology from
within” (p. 197). It is certainly true that Heidegger did not have much in-
ternal experience with technology (he did not own a television and wrote
his more than one hundred book-length manuscripts all by hand; he
would not even type, let alone “word-process,” and it is not hard to imag-
ine what he would have thought of the voice-recognition software Feen-
berg himself uses).”” This becomes a decisive point for Feenberg, who
concludes that Heidegger has unknowingly adopted the top-down
“strategic standpoint of the systems manager” rather than the bottom-up
“tactical standpoint of the human beings” enrolled within the technolog-
ical network (p. 197).

Thus Feenberg responds to Heidegger with Foucault, supplementing
the view from above with the “view from below,” adding the perspective of
the many “subjugated knowledges that arise in opposition to a dominating
rationality” (p. 8). Every program has its “anti-program” (p. 119), Feenberg
shows, because the dominating rational order only comes into existence in
opposition to a subjugated group.’’ The hope for a democratization of
technology is thus placed with such subjugated groups who, Feenberg con-
vincingly argues, could increasingly come to intervene in the design
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process. Of course, to do so they must overcome the technocratic inertia
produced by the vested interests embodied in the technical code (which,
like Foucault’s Panopticon, eliminates the need for someone to actually oc-
cupy the dominant subject position). Can Feenberg tell us how we are to do
this? He should be able to, since he is so critical of the fact that Heidegger
“offers no criteria for constructive reform” (p. 189). In fact, there is a ten-
sion in Feenberg’s positive view, which reflects the difference between the
Marcusean and Heideggerian positions he has synthesized. He vacillates
between an optimistic, Marcusean, May 68, “Progress will be what we
want it to be” view which exalts the human capacity to control our future
through strategic interventions in the design process (p. 22), and a more
pessimistic Heideggerian view which suggests that while we cannot direcdy
control the historical direction in which technology is taking us, we can nev-
ertheless impact the future in small ways by learning to recognize, encour-
age, and support technological democratizations when they occur.

In the end, Feenberg’s optimism wins out, and takes him beyond the al-
ternatives envisioned by Marcuse and Heidegger. For Feenberg holds
that “[w}hile the technocratic tendency of modern societies is no illusion,
it is nowhere near as total as its adversaries once feared” (p. 104). The
Birmingham School has taught him that the “power structure of advanced
societies” is “a contestable ‘hegemony’ rather than a ‘total administra-
tion’” (p. 106). Insofar as the technocracy is not totalizing (as both Mar-
cuse and Heidegger thought it would be), resistance to it need not take
the utopian form of trying to transform the entire system at once. So
Feenberg replaces Heidegger’s epochal view of revolutionary historical
change with a progressivist, evolutionary model. Clearly Feenberg does
not like Heidegger’s idea that we must wait for “another God,” that is, a
radically transformative cultural event which would successfully realign
our values in one fell swoop.’! Yet here I can’t help wondering, isn’t “May
’68” the name for an event in which such a god seemed for a time to ar-
rive? Feenberg’s own project is certainly deeply motivated by the experi-
ences of this event and the historical possibilities it revealed.

Feenberg nevertheless claims to be content to advocate an activism
which is “far more modest in its ambitions” (p. 104). He does not follow
Marcuse’s emphasis on possible resistances to technocracy which come
from “‘without’ (art, philosophical critique, the instincts, the Third
World)” (p. 107); rather, he advocates a progressive reform which taps into
the “radical political resources immanent to technologically advanced soci-
eties” (p. 108). Feenberg’s goal is what he calls “deep democratization,” that
is, a short-circuiting of the administrative “suppression” of resistances
which would “permanently open the strategic interiority to the flow of sub-
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ordinates” initiatives” (p. 114). Feenberg does not rid himself of all revolu-
tonary ambitions, however; as he calls for the establishment of this perma-
nent democratic voice in the design process, he situates his project within
the broader movement known as radical democracy.>* Feenberg’s hope is that
the proliferation of situated microstruggles will eventually lead to a “con-
vergence” in which AIDS patents join together with environmentalists,
Minitel hackers, progressive medical researchers, and the like in order to
form a “counter-hegemony” capable of permanently democratizing tech-
nological design and so gaining some control over the historical impact of
technology.>* But if the goal is not simply democratic control for the sake
of control, if, rather, this endeavor is “prefigurative,” that is, if its goal is “to
open up a possible future” other than enframing or technocracy (p. 108),
then in the end Feenberg’s powerful and important project remains closer
to Heidegger than his Marcuseanism allows him to acknowledge.**
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Foucault and Critique: Kant,
Humanism, and the Human Sciences

Mark Olssen

A critique is not a matter of saying that things are not right as they
are. It is a matter of pointing out on what kinds of assumptions, what
kinds of familiar, unchallenged, unconsidered modes of thought, the
practices that we accept rest. . . . Criticism is a matter of flushing out
that thought and trying to change it: to show that things are not as
self-evident as we believed, to see that what is accepted as self-evident
will no longer be accepted as such. Practising criticism is a matter of
making facile gestures difficult.

—Foucault, “Practicing Criticism,” Politics, Philosophy, Culture

Critique, for Foucault, aims at identifying and exposing the unrecognized
forms of power in people’s lives, to expose and move beyond the forms in
which we are entrapped in relation to the diverse ways that we act and
think. In this sense, critique aims to free us from the historically transitory
constraints of contemporary consciousness as realized in and through dis-
cursive practices. Such constraints impose limitations which have become
so intimately a part of the way that people experience their lives that they
no longer experience these systems as limitations but embrace them as the
very structure of normal and natural human behavior. Within these limits,
seen as both the limits of reason and the limits of nature, freedom is sub-
ordinated to reason, which is subordinated to nature, and it is against such
a reduction of reason to nature that Foucault struggles. His commitment
is to a form of “permanent criticism” which must be seen as linked to his
broader program of freedom of thought. It is the freedom to think differ-
ently from what we already know. Thought and life achieve realization
through an attitude of “permanent criticism” which does not have as its
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aim an objective of absolute emancipation, or absolute enlightenment, but
rather aims at limited and partial operations on the world as well as acts of
aesthetic self-creation framed within a critical ontology of ourselves and
supported by an ethics and aesthetics of existence. The three central
thinkers in terms of whom Foucault’s notion of critique takes form are
Kant, Nietzsche, and Heidegger, and it is in terms of these three thinkers
that our consideration of Foucault’s conception proceeds.

FOUCAULT AND KANT

Much of Foucault’s approach to critique stems from his radicalization of
the Kantian approach to critique. As James Miller (1994: 138) notes
“Foucault never ceased to consider himself a kind of Kantian.” In The Or-
der of Things Foucault (1970: 384) tells us that Kantian critique forms an
essential part of “the immediate space of our reflection. We think in that
area.” Further, as Miller (1993: 138) notes, in an essay completed shortly
before his death for a French dictionary of philosophy,! Foucault also sit-
uates his own work within the critical tradition of Kant. This tradition,
says Foucault, entails “an analysis of the conditions under which certain
relations of subject and object are formed or modified” and a demonstra-
tion of how such conditions “are constitutive of a possible knowledge”
(cited in Miller, 1993: 138).2

In Foucault’s view, Kant founded the two great critical tradidons be-
tween which modern philosophy has been divided. On the one hand,
Kant laid down and founded that critical tradition of philosophy which
defines the conditions under which a true knowledge is possible, of which
a whole area of modern philosophy since the nineteenth century has been
presented and developed on that basis as an analytic of truth; on the other
hand, he initiated a mode of critical interrogation that is immanent in the
movement of the Enlightenment and which directs our attention to the
present and asks ‘what is the contemporary field of possible experience?’
It is to this latter emphasis, starting with Hegel and leading through
Nietzsche, Weber, and the Frankfurt school that Foucault locates his own
work.

Foucault sees in Kant’s essay “An Answer to the Question: What Is En-
lightenment?” of 1784 the origin of a critical ontology of the present.
Foucault summarizes Kant’s definition of the concept ‘Enlightenment’ as
a measure of man’s “release from his self-incurred tutelage” (Kant, 1992:
90). Kant defines Enlightenment, says Foucault (1984a: 34), “in an en-
tirely negative way, as an Ausgang, an ‘exit’ or ‘way out’ . . . he is looking
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for a difference: what difference does today introduce with respect to yes-
terday?” In this, Foucault discovers Kant as “an archer,” as Habermas
(1986: 165) has put it, “who aims his arrow at the heart of the most actual
features of the present and so opens the discourse of modernity.” As Fou-
cault puts it:

The question which seems to me to appear for the first time in this text by
Kant is the question of the present, of the contemporary moment. What is
happening today? What is happening now? And what is this “now” which we
all inhabit, and which defines the moment in which I am wridng? . . . Now
it seems to me that the question Kant answers. ..has to do with what this pres-
entis . . . The question is: what is there in the present which can have con-
temporary meaning for philosophical reflection. (Foucault, 1986: 88-89)*

In considering the Enlightenment, what also must be taken into account,
says Foucault (1986: 89) is that it was “the Aufklirung itself which named
itself the Aufklirung.” In this, it was “ a cultural process of indubitably a
very singular character, which came to self-awareness through the act of
naming itself, situating itself in relation to its past and its future, and in
prescribing the operation which it was required to effect within its own
present.” Thus, as Foucault (1984a: 34) summarizes it, Kant indicates in
his essay that the “way out” that characterizes the Enlightenment is a
process that releases us from the status of our own immaturity, an imma-
turity in which we accept someone else’s authority to lead us in areas
where the use of reason is called for.

Kant links the process of release from immaturity to man himself. He
notes that “man himself is responsible for his immature status . . . that he
is able to escape from it by a change that he himself will bring about in
himself.” Hence Kant’s motto for the Enlightenment: aude sapere (dare to
know) (1984a: 34).

It is in this sense, says Foucault (1984a: 35), that the Enlightenment
for Kant is both a collective process as well as an act of personal courage. As
integral to the conditions for escape from immaturity, Kant seeks to dis-
tinguish the realm of obedience and reason. Hence one must obey as a
condition of being able to reason freely (Kant gives the example of pay-
ing one’s taxes while being free to reason about the system of taxation
in operation). Thus central to the Enlightenment in Kant’s view is the
public use of reason which “must be free . . . [for] it alone can bring
about enlightenment among men” (Kant, 1992: 92). To resolve the is-
sue as to how the public use of free reason can coexist with obedience
to the law, Kant proposes his famous contract with Frederick II. This,
as Foucault puts it, “might be called the contract of rational despotism
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with free reason: the public and free use of autonomous reason will be
the best guarantee of obedience, on condition, however, that the politi-
cal principle that must be obeyed itself be in conformity with universal
reason” (Foucault, 1984a: 37).

There is a connection, in Foucault’s view, between the brief article
“What Is Enlightenment?” and Kant’s three Critiques, for Kant describes
the Enlightenment as the moment when humanity is going to put its own
reason to use, without subjecting itself to any authority. It is precisely at
this moment, however, that critique is necessary since, as Foucault
(1984a: 37-38) puts it, “its role is that of defining the conditions under
which the use of reason is legitimate. . . . The Critique is, in a sense, the
handbook of reason that has grown up in the Enlightenment; and, con-
versely, the Enlightenment is the age of the Critique.” Thus, Kant’s short
essay on the Enlightenment constitutes “a reflection . . . on the contem-
porary status of his own enterprise” (1984a: 37). It is in this sense, as Fou-
cault maintains (1984a: 38), that “this little text is located . . . at the cross-
roads of critical reflection and reflection on history.”

Foucault takes Kant’s text as the point of emergence of the question of
modernity. As he puts it:

the question of modernity has been posed in classical culture according to
an axis with two poles, antiquity and modernity; it had been formulated ei-
ther in terms of an authority to be accepted or rejected . . . or else in the
form . . . of a comparative evaluation: are the Ancients superior to the
Moderns? are we living in a period of decadence? and so forth. There now
appears a new way of posing the question of modernity, no longer within a
longitudinal relationship to the Ancients, but rather in what one might call
a “sagital” relation to one’s own present-ness. Discourse has to take account
of its own present-ness, in order to find its own place, to pronounce its
meaning, and to specify the mode of action which it is capable of exercising
within this present. What is my present? What is the meaning of this pres-
ent? Such is, it seems to me, the substance of this new interrogation on
modernity. (Foucault, 1986: 90)

Hence, for Foucault (1986: 89), Kant’s essay introduces a new type of
question into the field of philosophical reflection, one that sees philoso-
phy “problematizing its own discursive present-ness” within the context
of history. It is this historical contextualization that was Kant’s reason for
undertaking his work at the particular time, in the first place. In fact, the
question he was addressing was one put to him and other Aufklirer by the
Berlinische Monatsschrift. Fifteen years later Kant posed a similar question
in response to the French Revolution of 1789. In his article “The Contest
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of the Faculdes,” Kant considers the question as to the nature of the
French Revolution. What he was searching for was a ‘sign’ of progress of
the human race. In order to judge progress, reasoned Kant, rather than
seek to follow the threads of a “teleological fabric which would make
progress possible” (1986: 92) Kant thought it necessary “to isolate and
identify in history an event that will serve as a sign for progress.” Further,
says Foucault (1986: 92):

The event that will be able to allow us to decide whether there is progress
will be a sign, which is “rememorativum, demonstrativum, prognosticom.” It
must be a sign that shows that it has already been thus (the rememorative
sign), a sign that shows that things are at present happening thus (the
demonstrative sign), a sign finally which shows that things will always be
thus (the prognostic sign). We will then be sure that the cause which makes
progress possible has not been operative only at a particular moment, but
that it guarantees a general tendency of the whole human race to advance in
the direction of progress. (Foucault, 1986: 92)

Is there such a sign? Kant’s answer was “the French Revolution” has such
signifying value, although it is not the revolution as an event which con-
stitutes the sign but rather “the way the Revolution operates as spectacle,
the way it is generally received by spectators who did not take part in it
but watch it, witness it and, for better or worse, allow themselves to be
swept along by it” (1986: 93). It doesn’t even matter whether the Revolu-
tion succeed or fail. What constitutes the sign of progress is, as Kant ex-
presses it, that the Revolution is surrounded by “a wishful participation
that borders closely on enthusiasm” (cited in Foucault, 1986: 93).

Hence, for Kant, the enthusiasm for revolution “is the sign of a moral
disposition of humanity” (Foucault, 1986: 93); it completes and continues
the process of the Enlightenment, that event that denotes the long jour-
ney from humanity’s immaturity to maturity. In Foucault’s view, Kant’s
two questions—“What is Enlightenment?” and “What is Revolution?”—
are the two forms in which he poses the question of his own present.
They are also the two questions “which have continued to haunt if not all
modern philosophy since the nineteenth century, at least a great part of
it.” For Kant, says Foucault, the Enlightenment constitutes both a “sin-
gular event inaugurating European modernity and as a permanent process
manifesting itself in the history of reason” (1986: 95).

Foucault is less convinced than Kant that the Enlightenment is a long,
slow, uphill pilgrimage based on the directing capacities of reason, and
less convinced than Kant that the Revolution constitutes a sign of
progress. For Foucault, rather than being a period or event based on
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conviction and certainty in man’s newfound, mature dependence on rea-
son, the Enlightenment signifies uncertainty and the need for caution.
Similarly, the Revolution is not an event marked by the passage of en-
thusiasm which serves as a sure sign of progress, but an event that is an
ambiguous occurrence and always potentially dangerous: “liable to suc-
ceed or miscarry, or to succeed at unacceptable cost” (1986: 92). Hence,
while Foucault respects Kant’s argument, he finds it flawed on several
grounds: “many things in our experience convince us that the historical
event of the Enlightenment did not make us mature adults, and we have
not reached that stage yet” (1984a: 49). The Revolution that Kant took
to be a sign of progress, although “born of rationalism . . . one is entitled
to ask what part is played in the effects of despotism in which that hope
lost itself” (Foucault, 1980b: 54).

HUMANISM

Foucault’s critique of humanism is consistent throughout his work. As he
expressed it in a later essay, anthropological humanism takes various
forms and can be seen evident in Christianity, Marxism, Existentialism,
Phenomenology, even Nazism and Stalinism, says Foucault. In addition
(1984a: 44):

Humanism is . . . a theme or rather set of themes that have reappeared on
several occasions over time, in European societies; these themes, always tied
to value judgements, have obviously varied greatly in their content, as well
as in the values they have preserved. . . . From this we must not conclude
that everything that has ever been linked with humanism is to be rejected,
but that the humanistic thematic is in itself too supple, too diverse, too in-
consistent to serve as an axis for reflection. And it is a fact that, at least since
the seventeenth century, what is called humanism has always been obliged
to lean on certain conceptions of man borrowed from religion, science, or
politics. Humanism serves to color and to justify the conceptions of man to
which it is, after all, obliged to take recourse.

In its more specific usage, however, humanism constitutes a condition of
possibility of the Enlightenment episteme. It focuses on the study of Man
placing the subject at the center of life. Kantianism sees man as transcen-
dental arbiter of reason and as both subject and object of knowledge, lead-
ing in Foucault’s view to the fundamental incompatibilities in the con-
ception of what man is and in the nature of modernist knowledge that he
analyzed in The Order of Things (1970: 316-22). For Foucault, man can-
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not be seen as a foundation or origin or condition of possibility of dis-
course. Kant’s attempt to do so was part of his search for an original foun-
dation “that would make rationality the telos of mankind, and link the
whole history of thought to the preservation of this rationality” (Foucault,
1972: 12-13). Although Kant’s ‘analytic of finitude’ made possible the sci-
ences of man, man is placed in an unstable position as both the subject
and object of knowledge. Hence, man emerges in the ‘analytic of finitude’
introduced by Kant as a “strange empirico-transendental doublet” be-
cause he is both the object of knowledge (that which knowledge seeks to
know about) and the subject of knowledge (that which strives after such
knowledge). Such a humanism introduces radical instabilities into the hu-
man sciences. As Hiley (1985: 72) puts it:

Humanism, as Foucault understood it, exhausts itself in an endless back and
forth from one side to the other of man and his doubles: from man as the
condition for the possibility of knowledge to man as himself an object in the
empirical field; from man’s attempt to become intelligible to himself by
making accessible the unthought that always eludes him because it is that
which makes thought possible; from man’s curious relations with his history
as historical and what makes history possible in which his origin always re-
treats. Humanism or the analytic of finitude, then, is ‘warped and twisted
forms of reflection,” and all those forms of reflection that take man as the
starting point, that talk of man’s liberation, that attempt to reach the truth
about man are caught in the futility of the doubles.

Humanism, then, involves the claim that man, for Kant, exists at the cen-
ter of the universe as a finite being who can reason within limits which he
cannot go beyond. Such a notion generates insoluble contradictions for
the human sciences because it is based on incompatible conceptions of
what man, his history, and mind are. Foucault (1970: 312-13) traces the
play of these contradictions as they have emerged alongside of the em-
pirical human sciences. Hence on the one hand our knowledge must be
limited, as man knows himself as a finite being, as an objective of nature;
on the other hand, that finitude which establishes the limits of human un-
derstanding is claimed to be the condition that makes knowledge of this
finitude possible (1970: 314-15). Hence, the possibility of knowledge is
established on limits to reason which deny it (1970: 317-18).

Kant’s transcendentalism is thus underpinned by an anthropological
conception of the subject. Foucault opposes Kantian humanism in the
same way he opposed the Cartesian conception of the atomized and dis-
embodied cogito at the centre of the universe. For Foucault, the Cartesian
conception of an autonomous and rational subject who is set apart from



80 Mark Olssen

history depends upon a distinction between mind and body setting up a
dualism of inner/outer. In this model, while the body is subject to the de-
terminations of the laws of nature, mind is autonomous unto itself. In
such a conception, knowledge is seen as grounded upon an incorrigible
and indubitable foundation. Following Heidegger and Nietzsche, hu-
manism, for Foucault, has a specific meaning which refers to the philo-
sophical centrality or priority of the subject whose rational capacities,
which are asocial and ahistorical, serve as a foundation anchoring objec-
tivity and truth. As Fraser (1994: 191) states, humanism ‘is the project of
making the subject pole triumph over the object pole” representing man
as constitutor, as free, as all knowing, and as master of their fate and des-
tiny. Foucault’s conception of the subject, influenced by Nietzsche, sees it
as having no ‘unity,” ‘essence,” or integral identity.

It is in defense of this philosophical antihumanism that Foucault pres-
ents his reading and adaptation of Kant. In his introductory commentary
to Kant’s Anthropology Foucault argues that this work is much more im-
portant to Kant’s overall project than has commonly been represented.®
By ‘anthropology’ Kant meant the actual empirical study of the human
being, and in his Logic Kant suggests that anthropology might be regarded
as the fundamental issue in philosophy, as all of the questions that he was
centrally concerned with stem from the more basic question “What is
Man?” In his introduction to Kant’s Anthropology’ Foucault suggests that
Kant’s own conception of the person’s choice grows out of the network of
social practices which constitute them. Yet in order to establish knowl-
edge as secure Kant distinguished between the empirical and the tran-
scendental, positing specific laws of cognition in order to ground objec-
tivity against skeptical attack. Thus central to Kant’s Copernican
Revolution were (1) the establishment of lawful cognitive regularities to
anchor objectivity, (2) the establishment of free will as a transcendental
practice, and (3) the representation of human beings as constructing their
moral and political worlds for themselves through the utilization of the
capabilities of reason. Although Kant believed that such a constructivism,
if carried out according to the dictates of reason, would vindicate the tra-
ditional Christian idea of God, in Foucault’s view the consequences of his
transcendental critique was to establish human beings as having much
greater creative capabilities than Kant had supposed. Hence, for Foucault
(1960: 17), as Miller (1993: 140) recounts, “the world appears as a city to
be built, rather than as a cosmos already given.” In Foucault’s view, then,
Kant had failed to confront the constructivist implications that his insight
regarding the transcendental power of human beings revealed. As Miller
(1993: 141) expresses the point:
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Instead of exercising the power of free will and imagining “a city to be
built,” Kant in his Anthropology tried to vindicate a “normative understand-
ing,” not only by codifying the kind of savior faire acquired in the course of
everyday life, but also of accusing of “high treason” anyone who regarded
such know-how as counterfeit and illusory. As Foucault sums up the argu-
ment of his thesis in The Order of Things, Kant’s philosophy produces, “sur-
reptitiously and in advance, the confusion of the empirical and the tran-
scendental,” even though Kant had demonstrated the division between
them.®

What Kant’s Anthropology also reveals, in Foucault’s view, is the contex-
tual historical character of the categories which take root in, and develop
in the social and historical customs and practices of a specific society. In
this context, the role of the philosopher is to understand the historical na-
ture of the a priori through a detailed examination of the social and his-
torical practices (customs, language, habits, discourses, institutions, disci-
plines) from which a pardcular style of reasoning emerges and develops.
It is in this sense, for Foucault, as Miller (1993: 140) puts it, Kant’s An-
thropology, far from being “a piece of crackpot pseudo science opens up an
important new philosophical horizon.” As Miller (1993: 140) continues:

Despite its apparent eccentricity, Kant’s book underlines for Foucault the
manifold ways in which “the self, by becoming an object” of regulated social
practices, “takes its place in the field of experience and finds there a concrete
system of belonging.” This system is “immediate and imperative,” no hu-
man being may escape it; it is transmitted in “the regulated element of lan-
guage,” organized “without the intervention of a force or authority,” acti-
vated within each subject “purely and simply because he speaks.”

For Foucault, the unresolved tension of Kant’s philosophical project is
that he fails to appreciate the contingent and historically contextualized
character of all truth-claims, that s, to advocate a notion of critique which
claims to transcend specific historical conditions through the exercise of
cognitive faculties (of understanding, reason, and judgment) deduced a
priori as timeless structures. The transcendental character of Kant’s argu-
ment resides in positing a priori categories which are deduced to consd-
tute the consciousness of the human subject, as that which organizes per-
ception as a timeless and universal structure. In this sense, Foucault
rejects Kant’s claims to have established the universal grounds for the
conditions of possibility of human knowledge, and Kant’s claims for tran-
scendental reason are replaced for Foucault by a principle of permanent
contingency. By extension, Foucault disputes Kant’s claim to have estab-
lished a secure foundation by which to differendiate different types of
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knowledge claims, relating to science, practical reason, or aesthetics. The
objective is to switch from a conception of critique as being transcenden-
tally grounded, to a conception of critique which conceives it as practical
and as historically specific. Thus Foucault says:

Criticism is no longer going to be practised in the search for formal struc-
tures with universal value, but rather as an historical investigation into the
events that have led us to constitute ourselves and to recognise ourselves as
subjects of what we are doing, thinking, saying. In this sense the criticism is
not transcendental, and its goal is not that of making a metaphysics possible:
it is genealogical in its design and archaeological in its method. (Foucault,
1984a: 45-46)

Hence, on Foucault’s account, concerning Kant’s famous questions
“What can I know?” “What ought I to do?” and “What may I hope for?”
as James Bernauer ( Foucault, 1991: 46) expresses it, Foucault would “de-
nature” and “historicize” them:

Not “What can I know?,” but rather, “How have my questions been pro-
duced? How has the path of my knowing been determined?” Not “What
ought I to do,” but rather, “How have I been situated to experience the real?
How have exclusions operated in delineating the realm of obligation for
me?” Not “What may I hope for?,” but rather, “What are the struggles in
which I am engaged? How have the parameters for my aspirations been de-

fined?”

Foucault’s genealogical project is then a critique of reason whereby he
seeks to introduce, to use Thomas McCarthy’s (1994: 249) phrase “a so-
ciohistorical turn” into the practice of philosophy. In order to explore
“the nature scope and limits of human reason” we have to understand:

the intrinsic impurity of what we call reason—its embeddedness in culture
and society, its engagement with power and interest, the historical variability
of its categories and criteria, the embodied, sensuous and practically engaged
character of its bearers . . . and this calls for models of sociohistorical enquiry
that go beyond the traditional bounds of philosophical analysis. The critique
of reason as a non-foundationalist enterprise is concerned with structures and
rules that transcend the individual consciousness. But what is supraindividual

in this way is no longer understood as transcendental; it is sociocultural in
origin. (McCarthy, 1994: 243-44)

Foucault thus adapts Kant to support his sociohistorical conception
through which individuals are constituted in relation to a world of already
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given practices of a determinate historical terrain. In drawing on Nietz-
sche’s method of genealogy, institutions and practices are historically in-
vestigated in order to trace the forms of power and lines of opposition be-
tween and among them. For Nietzsche our habitual modes of action and
thought have an historical origin and bare the marks of conflicting indi-
vidual wills to power of people, groups, and classes in history. In On the
Genealogy of Morals Nietzsche shows how our dominant moral codes
emerged from the batte of classes and groups (e.g., Romans and Jews) in
the past. Genealogy seeks to trace the lines of the battles that have gone
into making the world as we know it in the present, natural. In this sense
it contributes to problematizing our taken-for-granted beliefs and con-
ceptions about the way the world is.

A further sense in which Foucault is antthumanist arises in the writings
of the 1970s, specifically Discipline and Punish, the History of Sexuality, and
in his writings on power (see Foucault, 1980a). In these works, Foucault
is concerned with the role of the human sciences in the emergence and
maintenance of normalization through disciplinary bio-power. Bio-
power, as David Hiley (1985: 73) tells us, is a uniquely modern form of
power/knowledge which includes “disciplinary techniques for optimizing
administration of bodies with regulatory controls over biological
processes for the management of life” (Hiley, 1985: 73; citing Foucault,
1978c¢: 139). It functions via normalization to colonize every aspect of life.
As Hiley (1985: 73) continues:

It is productive rather than merely repressive; it is capillary, decentralized
and omnipresent, it operates through coercion, surveillance and discipline at
the level of micro-practices rather than merely through ideological distor-
tion; it is intentional and strategically deployed but nonsubjective, i.e., it is
strategies without strategists.!”

LIBERAL FEARS OF ANTIHUMANISM

Following Nietzsche, Heidegger, Althusser, Lacan, the structuralists, Der-
rida, and Deleuze, Foucault’s anthumanism is specifically a philosophical
thesis which represents humanism as bolstering a ‘philosophy of con-
sciousness’ as entailed in the foundationalist claims of Descartes and Kant.
As a consequence, Foucault’s antthumanism must be seen as undercutting
only the modernist notion of the subject, and as such, much of the core of
humanist values can be retained. As a philosophical thesis antthumanism
questions the values of autonomy, subjectivity, and self-determination.
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One can, on such a view, still oppose oppression and domination, as well
as those values that could be represented as ‘anti-humanity.” As well, one
still tries to equalize power, to liberate. What Foucault is opposing essen-
tially then, is the modernist conception of the subject, articulated in the
philosophies of Descartes and Kant, and which took root in the period of
the Enlightenment developing from a number of threads that can be
traced from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries. As Tony Davies
(1997: 9) says “the word is of German coinage and . . . its credentials are
Greek.” Humanism was a term which centered on the development of the
individual by such writers as Burckhardt, Vasari, Machiavelli, and Mar-
lowe. It entails:

the myth of the essential universal man: essential, becanse humanity—human-
ness-is the inseparable and central essence, the defining quality, of human be-
ings; universal, because that essential humanity is shared by all human beings
of whatever dme or place. (Davies, 1997: 24)

If fifteenth-century Italy is one source of humanism, then the revolution-
ary discourse on rights is another, says Davies. When Rousseay, in the So-
cial Contract (1762) announces that “C’homme est né libre, et partout il est
dans les fers,” he distinguishes between abstract ‘Man’ and ‘actual man’
caught in their social position. Similarly, Thomas Paines Rights of Man
(1792) or Thomas Jefterson’s Declaration of Independence (1776) all appeal
to the abstract singularity and universality of Man (Davies, 1997: 24-32).
Humanism, then, posits a “timeless and unlocalised” condition, which is
“Frederich Nietzsche’s radical insight.” In Husman, All Too Human (1880),
says Davies, (1997: 32), Nietzsche wrote that:

All philosophers involuntarily think of ‘man’ as an aeterna veritas [eternal truth],
as something that remains constant in the midst of all flux, as a sure measure of
things. . . . Lack of historical sense is the family failing of all philosophers; many
without being aware of it, even take the most recent manifestations of man,
such as has arisen under the impress of certain religions, even certain political
events, as the fixed form from which one has to start out. . . . But everything
has become: there are no eternal facts, just as there are no absolute truths.
(Davies, 1997: 33; citing Hollingdale, 1973: 60-61)

And Nietzsche’s message would also be that of Foucault: what is needed
from now on is “historical philosophising” and with it “the virtue of mod-
esty” by which he meant “a healthy willingness to resist temptation to
confuse our own dispositions and values with some universal and eternal

‘human condition’ (Davies, 1997: 33; from Hollingdale, 1973: 65). At a
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philosophical level, then, Foucault rejects the Kantian paradigm of cri-
tique as grounded in the idea of an autonomous, self-constituting, tran-
scendental subject.

According to Nancy Fraser (1994: 196) the foundationalist warrant that
humanism justifies is not only philisophical but also political and strate-
gic, in that humanist values are utilized by liberals in opposing absolutist
government, the use of torture, and the violation of rights. Here, how-
ever, while it is true that Foucault opposes humanism in this sense, he
does not thereby support absolute government, or torture, or the viola-
tion of rights. Rather, what he argues is that such causes are not ade-
quately supported or opposed by humanist liberal arguments. Humanism
is a discursive myth, and notions of autonomy and self-determination are
illusions of a liberal hegemony form of disciplinary government which fail
to recognize the historical constitution of selthood. Such a discourse is at
odds with both reason and experience.

Fraser also claims that Foucault could be seen as rejecting humanism on
normative grounds which would be to introduce a relativistic argument
that humanism is (just another) form of disciplinary bio-power in a world
where all forms of power are disciplinary, and equally arbitrary. I have al-
ready rejected such an interpretation of Foucault in my book Michel Fou-
cault: Materialism and Education (Olssen, 1999: chap. 7). Thus, expressed in
terms of Fraser’s language, my argument is that Foucault’s anthumanism,
like Althusser, is exclusively conceptual or philosophical. It is, as Fraser
(1994: 207) has put it, “the project of de-Cartesianizing humanism.” This
is to acknowledge the Heideggerian, as well as the Nietzschean, influence
on Foucault. For it was Heidegger, in his attack upon Cartesianism, who
argued that what modern philosophy posited as universal and ahistorical
was in reality contingent and historically located.!! Just as Heidegger the-
orizes the background system of beliefs and values that constitute Being, so
Foucault sees humanism as a particular discourse of power/knowledge
whose central figure is man. And, furthermore, “as the archaeology of our
thought easily shows, man is an invention of recent date. And one perhaps
nearing its end” (Foucault, 1970: 387).

Foucault’s rejection of humanism cannot, thus, be seen as a relativistic
rejection of ethics, freedom, or the possibilities of self-creation. Rather,
Foucault explicitly advocates for a nonhumanist ethical paradigm, which
can be extrapolated for him, from his later works on ethics, to answer the
charge, in Fraser’s (1994: 196) terms, of why we should challenge a fully
panoptcized society. Although for Foucault, as for Spinoza, “the body
forgets nothing,”!? in that it is subject to external determinations, as for
Spinoza, it also has its own momentum or force for acting on the world.
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In opposing humanism, Foucault is not thereby rejecting agency or free-
dom for, like Spinoza, he sees the subject as possessing both passive and
active dimensions.' It is not then that no humanist values are worthy of
protection, but that modernist humanism radically misconceives them. If
this argument is valid, then Foucault’s rejection of modernity and its val-
ues is not a rejection tout court, but only of some aspects of it. Likewise,
in rejecting humanism, he is rejecting a specific theoretical, philosophical
discourse. The rejection of humanism, then, does not entail the rejection
of humane values, despite historical associations between thinkers like
Heidegger or Nietzsche with political movements like Nazism.!* Such
documented associations make an additional comment important, how-
ever. The existence of support for fascist causes by a thinker such as Hei-
degger, or the appropriation of several Nietzschean themes for the sup-
port of Nazi policies, cannot be seen as undermining or discrediting the
thinkers entire philosophical oeuvre. Nor can it suggest that themes such
as genealogy, or the priority of the social over the individual, could be
represented as lending support to such causes, directly or indirectly, de-
spite the fact that Nietzsche (like Wagner) was appropriated to the Nazi
campaign. In this sense, as Davies (1997: 34) states, it is:

worth stressing that what is at stake in the Nietzschean critique . . . is not
the endorsement of some proto-fascist brutality and humiliadon but the
analysis of one of the central myths of nineteenth century civilization, its
‘religion of humanity,” among whose monstrous offspring Nazism itself can
be numbered.

Neither is it possible to see how Foucault’s philosophical antthumanism
could plausibly be linked to such themes. Rather, it denotes Foucault’s at-
tempt to expunge a metaphysical remnant from the Enlightenment. In
this sense, then, it is a limited technical discourse which signifies his affin-
ity with structuralism as it:

kicks away the twin pillars of humanism: the sovereignty of rational con-
sciousness and the authenticity of individual speech. Thought and speech,
which for the humanist had been the central substance of identity, are lo-
cated elsewhere, and the self is a vacancy. ‘T, as the poet Rimbauld put it, ‘is
an other.” (Davies, 1997: 60)

CRITIQUE AS A PERMANENT PHILOSOPHICAL ETHOS

For Foucault because the Enlightenment has not evacuated the problems
and dangers of earlier periods in history, the implications of his criticisms



Foucault and Critique 87

of Kant mean that the basis to critique must be as a form of permanent
interrogative thinking:

The thread that may connect us with the Enlightenment is not faithfulness
to doctrinal elements, but rather the permanent reactivation of an attitude—
that is, of a philosophical ethos that could be described as a permanent cri-
tique of our historical era. (Foucault, 1984a: 42)

In that the Enlightenment emphasizes ‘permanent critique,’ it emphasizes
a form of philosophical interrogation which “simultaneously problema-
tizes man’s relation to the present, man’s historical mode of being, and the
constitution of the self as an autonomous subject,” says Foucault (1984b:
42). Critique, then, defines an ‘ethos’ which has both a negative and a
positive heuristic. In terms of its negative heuristic, Foucault identifies
the need to refuse what he calls “the ‘blackmail’ of the Enlightenment”
(1984a: 42). This refers to the pressure to be either “for or against the En-
lightenment,” to “accept the Enlightenment and remain with the tradi-
tion of its rationalism . . . or [to] criticise the Enlightenment and then try
to escape from its principles of rationality” (1984a: 43). Rather:

We must try to proceed with the analysis of ourselves as beings who are his-
torically determined, to a certain extent by the Enlightenment. Such an analy-
sis implies a series of historical inquiries that are as precise as possible; and
these inquiries will not be orientated retrospectively toward the “essential
kernel of rationality” that can be found in the Enlightenment and that would
have to be preserved in any event; they will be orientated toward the ‘con-
temporary limits of the necessary,” that is, toward what is not or is no longer
indispensable for the constitution of ourselves as autonomous subjects.

For Foucault, the Enlightenment comprises a set of events and complex
historical processes located at a certain point in the development of Eu-
ropean societies. This creates the necessity for a double conception of cri-
tique. On the one hand it must proceed genealogically under the influ-
ence of Nietzsche through an examination of the historical a prioris of all
possible experience; on the other, it must seek to explore the possible lim-
its to experience by exercising the transcendental freedom which Kant
himself established as an essential foundation for critique. In this sense,
the philosophical ethos of critique may be characterized as a limit-artitude,
but in a different sense from that suggested by Kant:

Criticism indeed consists of analysing and reflecting upon limits. But if the
Kantian question was that of knowing what limits knowledge must abstain
from transgressing it seemns to me that the critical question today has to be
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turned back into a positive one: in what is given to us as universal, necessary
or obligatory, what part is taken up by things which are actually singular,
contingent, the product of arbitrary constraints? The point, in brief, is to
transform critique conducted in the form of necessary limitations into a
practical critique that takes the form of a possible transgression. (Foucault,
1984a: 46)

Rather than accepting preestablished limits to reason based on Kant’s
transcendental analysis, the theoretical task becomes testing the limits
which establish to what extent we can move beyond them. Foucault de-
fines transgression as “an action which involves the limit . . . the experi-
ence of transgression brings to light this relationship of finitude to being,
this moment of the limit which anthropological thought, since Kant,
could only designate from the distance and from the exterior through the
language of dialectics” (1977b: 33, 49).

Such transgressive behavior thus makes visible the limits to reason and
in that it takes thought to its limit it serves as an arm in the critique of rea-
son. As Miller (1993: 143) notes, for Foucault

transgression accomplishes a kind of post-Kantian ‘critique’ in “a three fold
sense”: “it brings to light the conceptual and historical a priori; it discerns
the conditions in which (philosophical thought ) can find or transcend its
forms of stability; it ultimately passes judgement and makes a decision about

its possibilities of existence.”

Yet the limits to transgression are unsurpassable, as there is no neutral
ground beyond power/knowledge from which critique could establish it-
self. As Foucault (1977b: 34) states:

Transgression has its entire space in the line it crosses. The play of limits
and transgression seems to be regulated by a simple obstinacy: transgression
incessantly crosses and recrosses a line which closes up behind it in a wave
of extremely short duration, and thus it is made to return once more right
to the horizon of the uncrossable.

CRITICISM AS PRACTICAL POLITICS

What criticism refers to for Foucault, in a concrete and practical sense, is
an autonomous, noncentralized kind of theoretical production, one
whose validity is not dependent on the approval of the established
regimes of thought. In this sense, criticism has a local character because
the attempt to think in terms of totalizing strategies or models proves a
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hindrance to effective action. Criticism thus involves the role of the ‘spe-
cific intellectual’ and is linked to the insurrection of subjugated knowl-
edges. By subjugated knowledges, Foucault is referring to the historical
contents of knowledges that have been disqualified as inadequate to their
task or insufficiently elaborated—naive knowledges that are defined as
operating low down on the hierarchy of formal knowledge below an ac-
ceptable level of cognition or scientificity. But, Foucault does not mean
by subjugated knowledge the unsuccessful paradigms of knowledge, but
rather as Habermas (1994: 92) notes, he is thinking of:

the experiences of groups subordinated to power that have never advanced
to the status of official knowledge, that have never been sufficiently articu-
lated. It is a question of the implicit knowledge of ‘the people’ who form the
bedrock in a system of power, who are the first to experience a technology
of power with their own bodies, whether as the ones suffering or as the of-
ficials manning the machinery of suffering—for example, the knowledge of
those who undergo psychiatric treatment, of orderlies, of delinquents and
wardens, of the inmates of concentration camps and the guards, of blacks
and homosexuals, of woman and of witches, of vagabonds, of children and
dreamers.

For Foucault it is through the reemergence of these low-ranking subor-
dinate knowledges that criticism performs its task. And as Habermas
(1994: 93) has observed there is a paralle]l here between Foucault’s con-
ception and writers like Lukdcs who attributed an immanent potential to
the perspectives of the working class.

By ‘buried,” ‘disqualified,” or ‘subjugated’ knowledges Foucault is also
referring to the ‘local’ or ‘regional’ character of knowledge, for genealogy
can only do its work “once the tyranny of globalizing discourses is elimi-
nated” (Foucault, 1994: 22). In this, Foucault strives repeatedly to dis-
tance the task of critique from its traditional pairing with the notion of
revolution, or indeed with any ideal conception of an imagined society in
the future. In this sense, historicocritical attitude must be an experimen-
tal one. This is to say, it must reject “radical and global” forms of analy-
sis, as “we know from experience,” he says (1984a: 46), “that the claim to
escape from the system of contemporary reality so as to produce the over-
all programs of another society, of another way of thinking, another cul-
ture, another vision of the world, has led to the return of the most dan-
gerous traditons.” Thus, Foucault analyses “specific transformations,”
which are “always practical and local” (1984a: 46).

On these grounds, Foucault’s conception of critique does not appeal to
standards in the past, in the future, or in reason, yet it seeks to expose
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unrecognized operation of power in social practices. This is why Fou-
cault’s conception of critique differs from that of marxism, the Frankfurt
school, and Habermas. His aim is not the realization of a rational soci-
ety, but more pragmatically orientated to revealing “the contemporary
limits of the necessary.” His critique, in that it is not Kantian, also does
not share the faith of a future utopia of the sort advocated by Marxists or
by the leading writers of the Frankfurt school such as Adorno,
Horkheimer, or Habermas. As Rajchman (1985: 80) says, citing Geuss
(1981), Foucault sees the model of an “inverted Enlightenment” as de-
finitive of the very idea of the model of critical theory that has been de-
veloped within marxism, and most especially by the Frankfurt school.
Such models presuppose, in Foucault’s view, the revelation of some con-
cealed emancipatory truth about our ‘real’ natures, just as much as they
do about the real nature and limits to reason. It is the absence of some
implicit or explicit ultimate measure or standard by which truth is as-
sessed that explains why Foucault terms his own form of critical interro-
gation as ‘practical.” In this sense, its most immediate and central con-
cern is to sound a warning on the dangers of power, and this becomes the
main function of philosophy. As Foucault (1991a: 20) states, “on the crit-
ical side . . . philosophy is precisely the challenging of all phenomena of
domination at whatever level or whatever form they present them-
selves—political, economic, sexual, institutional, and so on.”

For Habermas, critical theory has both Hegelian and Kantian moments
in that it attempts to realize an ideal historical state as well as to maintain
universal claims for truth and moral reasoning. In addition, Habermas’s
critical theory shares the Kantian theme of the unity of knowledge un-
derpinned by a conception of anthropological interests. In Habermas’s
conception there are three ‘interests’ of humanity which correspond to
the different relevant interests of inquiry. The first ‘interest’ corresponds
to the natural sciences, yields instrumental ‘means-ends’ knowledge and
is based on an interest in explaining; the second corresponds to the hu-
man sciences, yields interpretive knowledge and is based on an interest in
understanding, and the third corresponds to critical knowledge and is
based upon an interest in emancipation, or in becoming mature. For
Habermas, knowledge acquired through these interests is rational to the
extent that domination or oppression does not corrupt it, which is to say
that communication is rational to the extent that it is unconstrained by
force. Hence Habermas promotes a transhistorical and cross-cultural
conception of rationality which locates it neither in the subject nor the
world, but rather in the nature of unconstrained communication, as resolved
through argumentation or deliberation. Presupposed in every speech act,
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says Habermas, is the possibility of separating the ‘strategic’ from the
‘communicative’ uses of language, a circumstance that makes it possible
to assess the validity of perspectives based on the force of the better argu-
ment alone.

Foucault sees Habermas’s conception of critique as an idealist concep-
tion which traces the process of Enlightenment as the story of its move-
ment toward its ideal realization or end-state. This is the Hegelian
theme which links Habermas’s idea of critique to the realization of his-
tory’s ultimate goal, and which sees history as the self-realization of hu-
manity. He also rejects Habermas’s assumptions concerning the system-
atic unity of knowledge and of the interests of the human race, which
ground for Habermas, following Kant and Fichte, the major divisions in
the sciences of inquiry. This in Foucault’s view is to ground one’s form
of critique on an analytic framework of anthropological interests which
underpin both the Hegelian and Kantian moments. Hence, Foucault at-
tempts to purge both the humanist as well as the idealist aims of critique
as they occur in Habermas’s project, replacing it, following Nietzsche,
with a model of history as a continuous and never-ending process of
changing practices.

Foucault thus opposes Habermas in terms of his Hegelianism and his
Kantianism: he rejects his conception of history, his conception of an-
thropological interests, his conception of reason, as well as his ‘utopi-
anism’ which together give rise to Habermas’s notion of a rationality
premised, as Jameson (1984: vii) has put it, on the idea of a “noisefree,
transparent, fully communicational society” where “so-called validity
claims immanent in ordinary conversation can be discursively redeemed
at the level of discourse” (Peters, 1996: 40). As Foucault states, in relation
to this issue:

[In Habermas’s work] there is always something which causes me a problem.
It is when he assigns a very important place to relations of communication
and also to functions that I would call ‘utopian.” The thought that there
could be a state of communication which would be such that the games of
truth could circulate freely, without obstacles, without constraint, and with-
out coercive effects, seems to me to be Utopia. It is being blind to the fact
that relations of power are not something bad in themselves, from which
one must free oneself. I don’t believe there can be a society without relations
of power. . . . The problem is not of trying to dissolve them in the utopia of
a perfectly transparent communication, but to give oneself the rules of law,
the techniques of management, and also the ethics, the ethos, the practice of
self, which would allow these games of power to be played with a minimum
of domination. (Foucault, 1991: 18)
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For Foucault, ‘strategic’ action, conceived broadly as politically or ideo-
logically distorted dialogue, necessarily supervenes on ‘communicative’ ac-
ton. It is always the question of maintaining the correct ‘balance of power’
relations in the present rather than seeking to exclude all forms of power
from the world in the search for a different order of society. Hence Fou-
cault rejects the idea, which he sees in Habermas, marxism, and the frank-
furt School, of conceiving history as a single rational trajectory along which
humanity fulfills its essental nature. For Foucault, power is more ubiqui-
tous, diffuse, and corporeal; it infiltrates the fine textures of social existence
as well as self-identity, and hence it is impossible to know one’s true hu-
manity apart from power’s distorting effects (Foucault, 1980c: 96, 101).

In that the task of criticism is not linked to the objective of absolute
emancipation, the commitment is part of a broader program of freedom
of the thinker which involves an ascetical moment of self-creation. In this
sense, critique for Foucault involves both work on oneself and respond-
ing to one’s time. In relation to the former, Foucault developed new forms
of relating to the self, most clearly expressed in his ethical theories de-
signed to resist the constraints of normalization in an “ecstatic transcen-
dence of any history which asserts its necessity” (Bernauer, 1991: 70). As
a modern example of work on oneself, Foucault points to Baudelaire
whose “consciousness of modernity is widely recognised as one of the
most acute in the nineteenth century” (Foucault, 1984a: 39). Baudelaire
defines modernity as “the will to ‘heroize’ the present.” Modern man is
the man who tries to invent himself through an ascetic elaboration of self.
For Baudelaire this can be produced only through art. In The Care of the
Self and The Use of Pleasure, however, Foucault recognizes various forms
of self-creation drawing variously on the Greeks, the Romans, the Re-
naissance (Burckhart), as well as contemporary models.

In that it is linked to the specific struggles of subordinated groups, the
role of critique does not only function in relation to ethical and aesthetic
self-creation of individuals and groups but also in the transformation of the
real-world structures. “Criticism,” says Foucault (1988a: 155):

is absolutely indispensable for any transformation. . . . (A) transformation
that remains within the same mode of thought, a transformation that is only
a way of adjusting the same thought more closely to the reality of things can
merely be a superficial transformation . . . as soon as one can no longer think
things as one formerly thought them, transformation becomes both very ur-
gent, very difficult, and quite possible.

So criticism is integrally related to transformation and change, which,
says Foucault, can be carried out only in a free atmosphere. This gives a
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programmatic role for the ‘specific intellectual’ and for ‘thought.” His
role, since he works specifically in the realm of thought, is to see how far
the liberation of thought can make these transformations urgent enough
for people to want to carry them out:

Out of these conflicts, these confrontations, a new power relation must
emerge, whose first, temporary expression will be a reform. If at the base
there has not been the work of thought upon itself and if, in fact, modes of
thought, that is to say modes of action, have not been altered, whatever the
project of reform, we know that it will be swamped, digested by modes of
behaviour and institutions that will always be the same. (1988a: 156)

Thought, then, is a crucial factor in the process of criticism. Thought ex-
ists independently of systems and structures of discourse. It is something
which is often hidden but which always animates everyday behavior
(1988a: 154-55). A critique is not a question of criticizing things as not
being right as they are. Rather, says Foucault (1988a: 154) “it is a matter
of pointing out what kinds of assumptions, what kinds of familiar, un-
challenged, unconsidered modes of thought the practices that we accept
rest. . . . Criticism is a matter of flushing out that thought and trying to
change it: to show that things are not as self-evident as one believed, to
see that what is accepted as self-evident will no longer be accepted as such
(1988a: 154).

Critique, then, is practical, in that it is through the arm of critique that
Foucault wants to change our world, not simply our idea of it. As an in-
tellectual he was opposed to the Enlightenment emphasis on unity and
normality, the lack of toleration for diversity as evidenced in the techno-
cratic ways our cultures deal with sickness, insanity, crime, and sexuality.
The homogenizing and totalizing forms of culture work in and through
the apparatuses of education in conjunction with the Enlightenment proj-
ect based on the sciences of Man. The role of the intellectual in this
process is to challenge power. As Foucault (1977b: 208) explains to Gilles
Deleuze:

The intellectuals role is no longer to place himself somewhat ahead and to
the side in order to express the stifled truth of the collectivity; rather, it is
to struggle against the forms of power that transform him into its object
and instrument in the sphere of knowledge, truth, consciousness, and dis-
course. In this sense theory does not express, translate, or serve to apply
practice: it is practice. But it is local and regional as you said and not to-
talizing. This is a struggle against power, a struggle aimed at revealing and
undermining power where it is most invisible and insidious. It is not to
awaken consciousness that we struggle but to sap power, to take power; it
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is an activity conducted alongside those who struggle for power, and not
their illumination.

Critique, for Foucault, is the basis of his own conception of maturity.
Whereas Kant sees maturity as the rule of self by self through reason,
Foucault sees it as an attitude toward ourselves and the present through
a historical analysis of the limits, and the possibility of transgression, of
going beyond. Critique is thus a permanent interrogation of the limits,
an escape from normalization, and a facing-up to the challenges of self-
creation while seeking to effect changes in social structures on specific
regional issues of concern.

SCIENCE, KNOWLEDGE, RELATIVISM:
COMPARING FOUCAULT TO MARTHA NUSSBAUM

I would like to conclude this chapter by relating critique to the central
epistemological issues of relativism and essentialism. If genealogy is a
method of critique that seeks to trace the history of a discourse, what is
its own method of procedure? While as a method it searches for a buried
and disqualified knowledge of struggles, Foucault does not believe that
such a method proceeds through a more careful or accurate empiricism.
Rather than being the handmaiden of the genealogical approach, in Fou-
cault’s view, the human sciences constitute a central object of its critical
method. Neither genealogy nor archaeology thus has anything to do with
a more rigorous approach to the assemblage of facts, and neither are they
concerned with excluding metaphysical knowledge from empirical inves-
tigation. Hence, it is not through a more systematic empiricism, nor
through a more forthright positivism, that Foucault’s methods work.
What they seek to do, rather, is question science and accepted models of
knowledge. As Foucault (1980c: 83-84) states:

Genealogies are not therefore positivistic returns to a more careful or exact
form of science. They are precisely anti-sciences. Not that they vindicate 2
lyrical right to ignorance or non-knowledge: it is not that they are con-
cerned to deny knowledge or that they esteem the virtues of direct cogni-
tion and base there practice upon an immediate experience that escapes en-
capsulation in knowledge. . . . We are concerned rather with the insurrection
of knowledges that are opposed primarily not to the contents, methods or
concepts of a science, but to the effects of the centralizing powers which are
linked to the institution and functioning of an organized scientific discourse
within a society such as ours . . . it is really against the effects of the power
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of a discourse that is considered to be scientific that the genealogy must
wage its struggle.

For Foucault, the human sciences arose in institutional settings that were
structured by hierarchical relations of power. It was as a consequence of
such relations that the sciences began to function as new disciplinary
forms of power, replacing the coercion of violence which characterized
the Ancien with the gentler coercion of administration by scientific ex-
perts that characterized the Enlightenment. In as much as Foucault’s crit-
ical genealogical method traces the effects of the sciences, the discursive
content of the sciences becomes part of archaeologies critical focus. In
this, as Miller (1993: 152) puts it, Foucault’s method:

is an archaeology that smashes its idols. The sciences of man are not sciences
at all; in the pages of his book [The Order of Things); nineteenth century lin-
guistics, economics, and zoology are systematically treated as a type of fic-
don, parochial, transient, confining. Even Marxism, which Sartre just six
years before had declared to be unsurpassable, Foucault gleefully dismisses
as a kind of useless antique.

In his treatment of the sciences, however, it is clear that Foucault sees
a certain discontinuity between the natural and the social sciences (see
Habermas, 1994: 71). While he sees the natural sciences as having
achieved a certain autonomy, and as having developed mature epistemo-
logical apparatuses, the human sciences have remained enmeshed in the
microphysics of power, and became inseparably linked and controlled by
the anthropological turn ushered in and justified in the humanistic
philosophies of Descartes and Kant. As Habermas (1994: 72) has put it:

A perspective arose in which the buman being was perceived as a speaking and
Iaboring creature. The human sciences made use of this perspective; they an-
alyzed the human being as the being that relates itself to objectivations en-
gineered by itself, the speaking and laboring creature. Inasmuch as psychol-
ogy, sociology, and political science on the one hand, and the cultural
sciences and humanities on the other, got involved with object domains for
which subjectivity (in the sense of the relation to self of experiencing, act-
ing, and speaking human beings) is constitutive, they found themselves in
the wake of the will to knowledge, on the escape route of a boundless pro-
ductive increase in knowledge.

Richard Bernstein (1994: 220) notes Jiirgen Habermas’s criticism that when
critique is totalized it is caught in a contradiction as it has no standard. In
this sense, as Habermas (1987: 275-76) has put it, genealogy “ is overtaken
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by a fate similar to that which Foucault had seen in the human sciences.”
Yet Bernstein seeks to defend Foucault’s position by relating critique to the
exigencies of the environment, not in terms of truth, but in terms of the
ever-present dangers in which people in history face. What is dangerous is
that “everything becomes a target for normalisation.”"’ Furthermore, Fou-
cault’s “archaeological-genealogical analyses of problematiques are in-
tended to specify the changing constellation of dangers” (Bernstein, 1994
227). And, of course, for Foucault (1984d: 343), “everything is dangerous”
and “if everything is dangerous, then we always have something to do.” As
Bernstein (1994: 230) argues, this makes Foucault “the great skeptic of our
times . . . skeptical about dogmatic unities and philosophical anthropolo-
gies” as well as about the verities and axioms of the human sciences.
Bernstein’s point that Foucault is a skeptic enables us to clarify a num-
ber of issues in relation to relativism, realism, and essentialism. Although
Foucault is frequently charged with a strong form of epistemological rel-
ativism it is important to establish the connections precisely in order not
to misrepresent him. While he rejects strong versions of metaphysical
realism, which seek to posit a transcendent, ahistorical foundation, he
may not necessarily disagree with the broad thrust of Martha Nuss-
baum’s soft version of Aristotelian essentialism which involves some ver-
sion of appeal to a “determinate account of the human being, human
functioning, and human flourishing” (Nussbaum, 1995: 450).!¢ This is
not to accept particular essential ahistorical characteristics of human
beings, but rather to accept an “essentialism of a kind: for a historically
sensitive account of the basic human needs and human functions” (Nuss-
baum, 1995: 451). Nussbaum’s account is an “historically grounded em-
pirical essentialism” which she calls “internalist essentialism.” This spec-
ifies formal characteristics or “the most important functions of human
beings in terms of which human life is defined” (456) Such a conception
of the good is concerned “with ends, and with the overall shape and con-
tent of the human form of life” (456). Such a conception, she says, is
“vague, and this is deliberately so . . . for it admits of much multiple spec-
ification in accordance with varied local and personal conceptions. The
idea is that it is better to be vaguely right than precisely wrong” (456).
Such a conception is not metaphysical in that it does not claim to derive
from a source exterior to human beings in history. Rather, it is as “uni-
versal as possible” and aims at “mapping out the general shape of the hu-
man form of life, those features that constitute life as human wherever it
is” (457). Nussbaum calls this her “thick, vague conception . . . of the hu-
man form of life” (457). Hence, her list of factors constitutes a formal list
without substantive content, allowing for difference or variation within
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each category. Among the factors are (1) mortality: all human beings face
death; (2) various invariant features of the human body, such as “nutri-
tional, and other related requirements” regarding hunger, thirst, the
need for food and drink and shelter; (3) cognitive: “all human beings
have sense perception . . . the ability to think”; (4) early development; (5)
practical reason; (6) sexual desire; (7) affiliation with other human be-
ings; and (8) relatedness to other species and to nature (457-60).

As a list of purely formal factors or generic species characteristics,
which can admit to cultural and historical variation, Foucault, in my view,
could agree with the general tenor of Nussbaum? list, although he may
wish to enter qualifications or caveats on specific features (sexual desire?).
Foucault himself says that universal forms may well exist. In “What Is En-
lightenment?” (Foucault, 1984a: 47-48) he suggests there may possibly be
universalizing tendencies at the root of Western civilization, which in-
clude such things as “the acquisition of capabilities and the struggle for
freedom,” as “permanent elements.” Again, more directly, in the Preface
to the History of Sexuality, Volume II (Foucault, 1984b: 335), he says that
he is not denying the possibility of universal structures:

Singular forms of experience may very well harbour universal structures:
they may well not be independent from the concrete determination of so-
cial existence . . . (t)his thought has a historicity which is proper to it. That
it should have this historicity does not mean that it is deprived of all uni-
versal form but instead the putting into play of these universal forms is it-
self historical.

Like Nussbaum, the factors he recognizes as invariant do not derive from
any “extrahistorical metaphysical conception” (460). Also, Foucault’s con-
ception is very much in keeping with Nussbaum’s “thick, vague concep-
tion of the good” (456) in that it is concerned to identify “components
that are fundamental to any human life” (461). It is crucial, of course, that
the recognized features of human life are formal and not substantive, oth-
erwise the form of essentialism is unacceptable. He would be skeptical
that the essential substantial properties of a human being can be distin-
guished from the accidental properties, in that the human being is histor-
ically constituted in the process of history.

Beyond this, Foucault does not deny that there is some form of determi-
nate structure to the way things are, but he would argue that such a struc-
ture would be shaped and modified in the process of history. He could ac-
cept, no doubt, as well, that while human species characteristics may be
transformed or modified in history, the process of change would occur at a
different (i.e., slower) rate than most discursive or cultural phenomena, thus
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enabling comparisons between older and newer institutions and discourses.
While in this sense there are still no foundations or invariant structures out-
side of the flux of history, this need not lead, as hard metaphysical realists
sometimes claim, to a quagmire of relativism in terms of which there is no
ground on which to stand. As Nussbaum (1995: 455) claims, for instance:

When we get rid of the hope of a transcendent metaphysical grounding for
. . . judgements—about the human being as about anything else—we are not
left with the abyss. We have everything that we always had all along: the ex-
change of reasons and arguments by human beings within history, in which,
for reasons that are historical and human but not the worse for that, we hold
some things to be good and others bad, some arguments to be sound and
others not sound. Why indeed should the relativist conclude that the ab-
sence of a transcendent basis for judgement—a basis that, according to
them, was never there anyway—should make us despair of doing as we have
done all along, distinguishing persuasion from manipulation.

Foucault does not deny that there is some way the world is. He is a
skeptic who is a metaphysical realist of sorts. By this I mean he sees real-
ity as having a material embodiment. But he also sees the power of our
discourses as being able to construct realities and of realities as being fil-
tered through the lens of our discourses. The chief difficulty, then, is in
grasping reality, as every attempt to give an account of the real bears the
imprint of the historical a priori. Hence, historically elaborated discursive
systems both facilitate and distort our ability to see the real. In the human
sciences, Foucault questions what sort of truth is available to us, and the
sense in which the discursive apparatus of disciplines like psychiatry con-
struct rather than unravel the real. Because there are no foundations in
reason or fact to compare claims to, science is brought inside history, and
can be subjected to critical scrutiny like anything else.

NOTES

1. “Michel Foucault,” in Denis Huisman, ed., Dictionnaire des philosophes (Paris,
1984), 941. Foucault used the pseudonym ‘Maurice Florence’ on this article.

2. His interest in Kant is continuous throughout his academic career, and be-
gins with his translation of Kant’s Antbropology from a Practical Point of View into
French in 1960 as his thése complémentaire — a smaller supplement to his major the-
sis of publishable quality, Madness and Civilization. Foucault submitted his transla-
tion of Kant’s Anthropology to the Sorbonne jury in 1960 along with a commentary
of 128 typescript pages (see Foucault, 1960). Kant is also considered in depth in
The Order of Things (Foucault, 1970) as the introducer of humanism to the human
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sciences. Again, Kant is considered in “Qu’est-ce-que la critique?” (Foucault,
1978), translated as “What Is Critique?” (Foucault, 1996); in the 1983 essay “What
Is Enlightenment?” (Foucault, 1984a); in 1984 in “Un Cours Inedit” in Magazine
Litéraire (see Foucault, 1984), translated by Colin Gordon as “Kant on Enlighten-
ment and Revolution” in Economy and Society (Foucault, 1986). In addition, Fou-
cault gives a brief discussion on Kant in his introduction to the English transladon
of Georges Canguilhemn The Normal and the Pathological (see Foucault, 1978b); in
his interview with Gérard Raulet “How Much Does It Cost for Reason to Tell the
Truth?” published in Foucault Live (see Foucault, 1989: 240-43) and in his essay
“The Subject and Power,” printed as an afterword in Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul
Rabinow (1983: 215-16), Mickel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics.
Also, as Hacking (1986: 238-39) notes, Foucault read Kant at the Sorbonne under
the Heidegger scholar Jean Beufret. He also comments that the discussion of Kant
in The Order of Things had its origin in Foucault’s doctoral thesis.

3. See Kant, 1970.

4. A different translation of the same article appears in Foucault, 1988c.

5. The Contest of the Faculties is a collection of three dissertations on the rela-
tions between the different faculties that make up the university. The second dis-
sertation concerns the conflict between Law and Philosophy and concerned the
question “is there such a thing as constant progress for mankind?” Kant raised the
issue of the French Revolution in seeking an answer to this question.

6. Foucault translated this work into French for the first time in 1960 (see Fou-
cault, 1960). It was only wanslated into English in 1978. The work has traditionally
been seen either as crackpot or marginal to Kant’s central philosophical enterprise.

7. My own analysis and interpretation of Kant’s Anthropology has been sub-
stantially influenced by that of James Miller (1993).

8. Miller is citing Foucault from his article Preface 4 la transgression. See Fou-
cault (1963) or Foucault (1977).

9. Citations are from Foucault (1960: 72, 142, 100, 101)

10. See Foucault (1977a: 26-27 and 176-77; 1978c: 93-94; 1980b: 96-101).

11. See Martin Heidegger, “Overcoming Metaphysics” in The End of Philoso-
phy, trans. Joan Stambaugh (New York, 1973) 84-110.

12. The phrase is taken from Micheéle Bertrand (1983: 66) who applies it to
Spinoza.

13. Spinoza’s conception of conatus incorporates the notion that our bodies, as
well as being shaped by external determinants, also have a force or momentum of
a positive sort. See Spinoza’s Erbics, Part III “On the Origin and Nature of the
Emotions” (Spinoza, 1960).

14. Nietzsche did not give any direct support to the Nazis, although as Davies
(1997: 33) states, his sister Elizabeth became in her later years an enthusiastc disci-
ple of the Fiihrer. Itis also true that the Nazis appropriated a number of Nietzschean
themes and tropes—the Ubermensch, or ‘blond beast’ into their own repertoire. It is
also now well documented that Martin Heidegger committed himself to Nazism and
also wrote approvingly about Nietzsche.

15. He is citing David Hiley (1988: 103).
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16. Of course, in that Nussbaum claims to be influenced by Aristotle, there is
a clear difference from Foucault, who was more influenced by Nietzsche. Thus
Foucault would reject the essendalist teleological conception of the subject as
“realizing” their ends or destiny, in preference for a more Nietzschean emphasis on
“self-creation.” But beyond this, it can be claimed that self-creation presupposes
certain “capabilities” in the way Nussbaum claims. Also, the models of social re-
lations, and specifically of the ontological priority of the social to the individual
are similar in both traditions. It should also be noted that Nussbaum has been
challenged on her dependence on Aristotle (see Arneson, 2000; Mulgan, 2000).
In her defense of locating herself in an Aritotelian tradition, she maintains that
she is inspired by the basic ontological postulates, but not the detailed arguments,
of Aristotle, and she admits that her identification as “Aritotelian” has a great deal
to do with her own biography and early philosophical commitments and training.
(See Nussbaum, 2000.)
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Levinas’s Ethicopolitical Order of
Human Proximity: “The Quest for Justice”*

Denise Egéa-Kuehne

In the past decades, all aspects of tradition have come under attack, and
ideologies have undergone an unprecedented shakedown.? New models
of thinking have become necessary, and ethics, morality,® and politics
have generated considerable interest, in all fields; for when ideologies
wane, ethicopolitical theorization generally regains vitality. At the same
time, an increase of renewed activity in spiritual thought has turned to
religious texts—be it Christian, Jewish, or Islamic*—in an attempt to
(re)establish a hermeneutic foundation to our culture. Today, an ethico-
political reflection appears a necessary factor in any analysis of contem-
porary civilization.

The focus of this chapter is on Emmanuel Levinas’s concepts of ethics
and justice in the context of current ethicopolitical issues. A Jewish
scholar born in Lithuania in 1906 and naturalized French citizen in 1930,
Levinas’s work has profoundly marked contemporary thought, and offers
a rich field of possibilities for ethicopolitical reflection.’ Although his
texts are deemed difficult, “resist[ing] any quick or facile understanding,”s
requiring careful and thoughtful reading and a knowledge of the authors
whose writings he analyzes and refers to, Levinas’s works have been the
object of increasing attention on the part of Anglophone intellectuals, es-
pecially as more of his texts are being translated. First, I briefly recall how
the increase in ethicopolitical concern has been seen as a consequence of
the loss of our axiological markers, especially in the latter part of the
twentieth century, and has prompted a renewed interest in contemporary
religious thought. Levinas’s reflection on ethics and justice precisely de-
veloped in this context.

103



104 Denisé Egéa-Kuebne
THE LOSS OF AXIOLOGICAL MARKERS

With the death of God announced by Nietzsche, the absurd, nihilism,
and the loss or exhaustion of rational meaning, Western thinkers have
stepped back from, or rejected altogether, what the Enlightenment and
the nineteenth century had established. The theology and teleology of
history have been dismissed, so has the utopic hope for a realm of “pure
justice.” The end of communism—at least of what was commonly desig-
nated under that name—and the realization that totalitarian phenomena
can actually materialize are part of this dislocation, of this disintegration,
of this irreversible shift to another state of being and thinking. Not every-
thing has been rejected just yet though, or can be rejected, or should, for
example, there remain the Greek model of virtue and that of the Kantian
ethics. However, they must be “brought up to date,” their “spirit” must
be reactualized, they must be redefined into norms for action, right in the
crux of the crisis of modernity.”

Furthermore, especially since the middle of this past century, sciences
and the techniques and technology they produce have experienced an
unprecedented powerful rise and hegemony in all existing areas, while
new ones emerged and grew very rapidly. They seemed to expand the
boundaries of our knowledge, while pushing back the limits of what we
could not control, leading the (Western) world to believe that, perhaps,
they could free humanity of all boundaries and limits forever. Had they
not enabled us, for example, to organize labor, production, and con-
sumption as well as communication much more efficiently, while allow-
ing us to control sex and reproduction, aging and youth, illnesses and
diseases as well as to prevent or to propagate, that is, life and death on
both the individual/local and the collective/global levels? In his book Le
Principe responsabilité, Jonas® develops the thesis that “the promise of
modern technology has reverted to threat,” with no previous experience
of such powers on such a scale. He explains how not only are we tread-
ing new grounds in ethical theory but we are also facing a vacuum cre-
ated by the relativization of values. He writes:

Prometheus, finally unchained-—to whom science confers forces never yet
known, and economy its unbriddled impulsion—demands an ethics which,
thanks to freely accepted fetters, prevents the power of man to become a
“malediction” for him.?

Previously, our decisions, choices, and actions were guided by the dis-
tinction we had learned to make between not just what was deemed to be
“right and wrong” but also what we were responsible for, and what we
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were not responsible for, what we could control, and what we could not
control. Sciences and techniques erased this distinction and by the same
token the necessity of this “wisdom,” and not even the sky is the limit any
longer—for the most privileged in the rich Western nations anyway.
Now we find ourselves “masters of what precisely used to control us,”!?
and we hope to eventually gain control of literally the totality of the
world—even the universe and beyond, its origins included. No longer is
there any limit to what we can do, including blowing up the planet and
destroying humanity, in more than one way of course. Born in 1930 (the
year Levinas acquired French citizenship), Serres belongs to the genera-
tion of men and women who were thoroughly educated in science, and
who witnessed, if not participated in, the profound changes which
worked through all its areas. He offers a sharp analysis of their conse-
quences, including the new ethical needs: “The history of Western hu-
manity, so advanced in its scientific and cultural achievements, had prob-
ably never gone so far into abomination.”!! While the scientific fields
grew exponentially, just as many questions of ethics were becoming in-
creasingly pressing.

Another striking paradox in the face of the development of sciences and
its prevalence in education notes Serres is that “no other moment in his-
tory, perhaps, has had so many losers and so few winners as the present
time,” a time in which, as sciences advance, the number of losers is “ex-
ponentially increased,” and the “club” of the privileged is more exclusive
and inaccessible than ever.!? Parallel to the apparent triumph of the sci-
ences, we can witness a regression and/or degradation of education and
culture, and a proliferation of ignorance, prejudices, illiteracy, and “alter-
native” beliefs.!®

In the past, wisdom helped us endure or put up with the inevitable hard-
ships then considered a consequence of the limits to our knowledge and an
intrinsic part of life in this world, conditions for which we were not re-
sponsible. Serres reminds us that in those days, “wisdom [was] a survival
technique” which the advances of science, by pushing back the limits of
necessity, “rendered superfluous, almost obsolete.”!* “Traditional moral-
ity” became useless, and moreover, incomprehensible. However, that was
nothing but an illusion, the dizzying and blinding effect of the lightning
speed at which sciences had advanced and of their recent successes. Some-
where along, we lost our ability to make the distinction between the things
we can control and those we cannot. In fact, Serres points out, we forget
that while science seems to hold “all the powers, all the knowledge, all the
reason, all the rights too,”"* or perhaps because it does, it also carries all
the problems and the responsibilities. Before dying, Jacques Monod, for
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example, posed the question of scientific responsibility in the face of sci-
ence rapid advances,!6 so rapid that epistemology could not keep up.

With science now stripped of its halo of certitudes, doubt and insecu-
rity have also invested the everyday realm, the sphere of axiology, and po-
litical reflection. To the diverse ideologies, to the myth of the “happy
city,” are substituted pragmatic realism and doubts. Especially after the
1960s, the metadiscourses which encompassed knowledge and founded
ethics finally disintegrated. Thus justice and the law which referred to
these unifying narratives have ceased to be integrated to a philosophy of
history. In 1979 Jean-Francois Lyotard could write:

Today, what enables us to say that a law is just . . . ? We have had the meta-
narratives, the emancipation of the citizen, the realization of the Mind, the
classless society. The modern age referred to them to legitimize or criticize

its knowledge and its actions. The postmodern man no longer believes in
them.!’

A new problematic is needed, so is a new ethics. What can the new mark-
ers be? Amid the shake-up of established foundatons, how can the ethi-
cal edifice be repaired? How are we to respond to the urgency of a new
ethics? Several new ethical theories have been proposed. Some explored
a “wisdom of immanence” devoid of religious references and still attached
to the earth and the body (e.g., Deleuze, Misrahi, Rosset); others oriented
themselves around the Greek and Latin heritage (Foucault, Hadot), or
were organized by the responsibility principle (Jonas) or communication
(Habermas). For Levinas, they took the form of a response to the call of
transcendence and infinity, guided by the “grace of God” or the “phe-
nomenology of the face.”

RESURGENCE OF RELIGIOUS THOUGHT

As diagnozed by Nietzsche, a historical fracture occurred as the phenom-
enon of nihilism appeared, marked by the death of the Christian God and
of suprasensible ideals and by a progressive shift to a “relativist” perspec-
tive. Following up on Nietzsche’s analyses, historians and researchers!®
described a regression, even an eclipse, experienced by the religious and
the sacred in Western industrial countries as well as under the communist
regime. However, after 1975, Kepel—who analyzed the exhaustion of
certitudes linked to technology and science, and of communism and
marxism—noted that a reaffirmation of religion ties “God’s return” to the
collapse of diverse ideologies.



Levinas’s Ethnopolitical Order of Human Proximity 107

The Christian, Jewish or Islamic movements we have observed are inscribed
in this dual perspective: first, they endeavor to name the confusion and dis-
order of the world as perceived by their adepts through the revitalization of
a vocabulary and categories of religious thought, applied to the contempo-
rary world. Next they elaborate projects to transform the social order and
make it conform to the injunctions and values of the Bible, the Koran, or the
Evangels, for they only, according to their interpretation, can guarantee the
coming of a world of Justice and Truth.!?

All three religious traditions have much in common, besides their histor-
ical presence. They all reject a secularization which goes back to the En-
lightenment, and they hold the arrogant emancipation of reason from re-
ligious faith as primarily responsible for the subsequent ills of the
twentieth century, which directly led to Nazi or Stalinian totalitarianisms.
The new generations see no contradiction between the knowledge of sci-
ence and technology they seek and their submission to a religious faith
which eludes logic and reason. With Branover, they see their life as rep-
resentative of the fact that a “God fearing Jew” may also be a “great sci-
entist.” Although they all agree that a fundamental transformation of the
organization of society is needed in order for the sacred texts to be again
an inspiration for the City of the future, Christians, Jews, and Muslims
disagree as to its content. Each of these religious cultures has elaborated
specific truths which, by reaffirming their respective identities, make
them mutually exclusive. Kepel points out: “Ecumenism ends with the
disqualification of secularism; beyond that, projects for a society diverge
then become deeply antagonistic, with a potential for merciless conflicts
in which no doctrine of Truth can allow any compromise.”?

The rebirth of a vital hermeneutics which interrogates Christian spiri-
tuality but also the Islamic domain and the Hebraic field marks our time
and its mutations in philosophical thinking. Even though atheists may
choose to ignore this shift, the religious and its influence nevertheless
cannot be dismissed. This reversal to religious thought in the Western
culture feeds into modern needs for ethics and marks our contemporary
societies where the Old and the New Testaments become ethical sources.

The Bible, the Talmud, as well as such works as Rosenzweig’s and Buber’s
appear as the roots of this contemporary Jewish thought renewed by Levinas
who finds his sources in the word of the Bible and the texts of the Talmud.
Often identified as “philosopher of the ethics,” Levinas develops a phenom-
enology of the face, not as a plastic form but as a presence signifying an in-
terdict of violence, through the infinity of which itis a trace and a sign—the
face signifies Infinity.?! For Levinas, this ethical plenitude is linked to the
Hebraic tradition and to the wisdom of the Eternal. In Totality and Infinity
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and Etbics and Infinity, Levinas exposes theses with obvious biblical and Tal-
mudic references. It is recognized that Levinas’s thinking is essentially philo-
sophical and phenomenological yet the biblical message is also important.
According to Levinas, it lays the foundations of the thought of the Other.
Even though it cannot provide any proof, it gives a measure of the Spirit. In
Ethics and Infinity, in his dialogue with Philippe Nemo, Levinas stresses the
importance of this ethical source:

This feeling that the Bible is the Book of books where the most important
things are said, those which shou/d be said in order for the human life to make
sense, and that they are said in a form which opens the very dimensions of
depth to the commentators, was not mere substitution of a literary judgment
for the conscience of the “sacred.” It is this extraordinary presence of its char-
acters, it is this ethical plenitude and these mysterious possibilities of the ex-
egesis which, for me, originally signified transcendence.?? [original emphasis]

The Talmudic source is also of major importance in Levinas’s thought,
since the Talmud offers an ethics articulated around the Other. For Lev-
inas, the Bible and the Talmud are the foundation of ethics and the law.
The movement of his reflection is particularly striking in Difficult Free-
dom,”® a long meditation on Judaism and its essence. In that text, Levinas
elucidates what he sees as the true meaning of the Jewish monotheism,
devoid of all idolatry and rejecting the idea of a sacred power fettering hu-
man freedom. Moreover, Levinas discusses how Judaism carries the risk
of atheism—*“a beautiful risk” according to Levinas, where humans can
find God, even while they deny it.

The rigorous affirmation of human independence, of its intelligent presence
to an intelligible reality, the destruction of the numinous concept of the sa-
cred, carry the risk of atheism. [A risk which] must be taken. . . . The diffi-
cult path of monotheism intersects the road to the Western world. Indeed,
one may wonder whether the Western spirit, whether philosophy, is not in
the last resort the position of a humanity which accepts the risk of atheism,
[a risk] which must be taken but overcome, as a ransom of its majority.>*

Some scholars have looked at Levinas’s body of work as a “dyptich,” dis-
tinguishing between the two panels of his “philosophical/Greek” and
“religious/Jewish” writings.?’ Although Levinas declares himself “in fa-
vor of the Greek heritage,” he believes that “both moments,” religion
and philosophical discourse, are “necessary” albeit not “on the same
level.”?¢ Many a time, Levinas has confirmed the importance that read-
ing of the Bible has played in his “manner of thinking philosophically,
that is to say thinking while, and by, addressing all human beings.”?’
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However, although he acknowledges the deep influence of his biblical
and Talmudic sources, he has often stressed the importance he places on
his being a philosopher, not a theologian: “My point of departure is ab-
solutely non-theological. This is very important to me; it is not theology
which I do, but philosophy.”?® In his eyes, at no point in time did the
Western philosophical tradition lose its “right to the last word.” Yet if,
on the one hand, he recognizes its “right to the last word,” on the other
hand he questions whether it is “the locus of the first meaning of beings,
the locus where meaning begins.”?’ In any case, Levinas is one of the
contemporary thinkers who is considered to have rejuvenated philoso-
phy by going back to the word of the Bible and the texts of the Talmud.

THE FACE OF ETHICS

Born in Kaunas, Lithuania, in 1906 of Jewish parents, Levinas and his
family fled to escape the Nazis. He chose to become a French citizen in
1930, the year he also exposed Husserl’s fundamental concepts on phe-
nomenology in one of the first books to bring Husserl’s philosophy to
France.”® Professor of philosophy at the University of Paris-Nanterre
(1967), then at La Sorbonne (1973), director of the Ecole Normale Is-
raélite Orientale for many years, his main interests were metaphysics and
ethics, especially as relating to the religious experience. One of his major
books, probably the one best known in the Anglophone context, Totality
and Infinity’'—very succinctly put—opposes to the Hegelian rigidity of
totalitarianism and closed systems the notion of infinity linked to the idea
of God, which he sees as “moral.” In this book, Levinas questions Hegel’s
unifying notion. Once we reject the (closed) Totality, we can gain the con-
science of the divine infinity through the space of intersubjectivity. In
Ethics and Infinity Levinas writes:

The whole movement of Western philosophy leads to Hegel’s philosophy,
which, probably rightly so, appears like the outcome of philosophy itself.
Everywhere in Western philosophy, where the spiritual and the rational al-
ways reside in knowledge, one can see this nostalgia for totality. As if total-
ity had been lost, and that that loss might be the sin of the spirit. Then it is
the panoramic vision of the real which is the truth and which gives all its sat-
isfaction to the spirit.’

For Levinas, what he calls “the face of the other”*® means the first rela-
tion to ethics. In the face-to-face encounter, he sees, beyond all knowl-
edge, an “elevation” of the ethical order, an indirect encounter with a
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transcendental God, a relation to Infinity: “Infinity comes to mind in the
significance of the face. The face signifies Infinity. [The face] never ap-
pears as a theme, but in this very ethical significance.”** In his model,
“[t]he relation to the face is a priori ethical,”® that is the relation to the
other immediately outlines ethics: “ethics is what is human as human.”
Ethics is born in the encounter with, in the relation of proximity to, the
Other: 3 “The term ethics always signifies for me the fact of the en-
counter, of the relation of an I to the Other. . . . Transcendence and prox-
imity.”%” It is before the Other and the face of the Other that one can have
the pure experience of the other which Levinas sees as one and the same
with ethics, in as much as one is aware that one is responsible for the
other, that the existence of the other is more important than one’s own. It
is summed up in these words: “To perceive that we come after an other
whoever he may be—that is ethics.”®

On this point, Levinas shows to be no more receptive to Heidegger’s
ontology than he is accepting of Hegel’s dialectics. He notes that “the first
statements of Heidegger’s fundamental ontology, then promised new
philosophical possibilities.”® While Heidegger talks about Sein (Being)
and Seiendes (being), Levinas prefers to use the terms existence (existing)
and existant (existent) rather than the usual ézre and étant, making clear that
one must not see any “specific existentialist meaning” in those words.*
Heidegger makes a distinction between subjects and objects, those who
are, Seiendes, létant or Pexistant, beings, and their actions, “their very work
of being,” what they accomplish, Sein, Pessence, Pexistence, Being. Levinas
recognizes that this Heideggerian distinction is for him “the most pro-
found thing about Being and Time.”*! However, it does not satisfy Levinas,
who does not favor the ontological relation (what he sees as an “abstract”
relation to Being), and places ethics and religion before speculative on-
tology. For him, it is not a simple matter of going from Being (Sein, de
Pexistence), to being (Seiendes, a Pexistant). Being is the human being
(what he calls “man”) says Levinas, and it is as “a face” that a human be-
ing is accessible. It is the ethical significance of the other which is pri-
mordial. In Levinas’s view, “[t]here is sainthood in someone’s face, but
most of all, there is sainthood or ethics toward oneself in a stance which
encounters a face as face.”® What Levinas does not accept, is that in Hei-
degger, “there is a distinction, not a separation.”* The term Femeinigkeit*’
used by Heidegger underscores “the fact that existing is always possessed
by someone.”*® However, in his notion of Geworfenbeit,¥’ usually trans-
lated by “dereliction” or “desertion,” appears the possibility of an existing
which might occur independently of a subject, without existents who,
when “thrown” into existence, could never master it.
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Then how is it possible, wonders Levinas, to encounter “an existing
without existents”? What happens if everything disappears? What is left,
he says, is the #/ y 4, the fact that “there is,” what Levinas also calls “the
murmur of silence.”® And it is by “a vigilance without possible recourse
to sleep” that Levinas is precisely going to characterize this i/ y 4, there is,
and “the way that existing is affirmed in its own annihilation.”® Levinas
describes this “vigilance” as what makes it impossible to retreat in slum-
ber, to fall asleep, to take refuge in the “unconsciousness/ inconscience,”
the nonconscious/nonconscience. This is where the noton of “con-
sciousness/conscience” appears. He notes that it may be a paradox also to
“characterize the there is by vigilance, as if the pure event of existing were
endowed with a consciousness.”? Yet he also wonders whether

vigilance defines consciousness, or if consciousness is not indeed rather the
possibility of tearing itself away from vigilance, if the proper meaning of
consciousness does not consist in being a vigilance backed against a possi-
bility of sleep. . . . In fact,

adds Levinas,

consciousness already participates in vigilance. But what characterizes it par-
ticularly is its always retaining the possibility of withdrawing “behind” to
sleep. Consciousness is the power to sleep.’!

Levinas sees this escape as “the very paradox of consciousness.”*? The
dual meaning of “conscience,” in French and in English—moral con-
science and consciousness in the sense of awareness—merge in this no-
tion.”* In order to develop a moral conscience and a moral awareness, one
must remain vigilant, aware, not succumb to slumber or take refuge in
sleep.

In Levinas’s understanding of ethics, it is connected to this notion of
vigilance in the experience of the Other, of the relation with/to the Other,
the “conscience,” the awareness, the evidence that one is unavoidably re-
sponsible for this other. With Levinas, the relationship to the Other en-
ters a new dimension: “The relationship with alterity is neither spatial nor
conceptual.”’* Within this relation with the Other, “alterity appears as a
nonreciprocal relationship.”’ In other terms, unlike the reciprocity Bu-
ber finds in the I-Thou relation, what Levinas calls the space of intersub-
jectivity is not symmetrical.’® The Other is experienced as other not only
as alter ego, but it is other because “the Other is what I myself am not.”’
This intersubjective relation cannot be synthesized, no totality can inte-
grate it. Through this interaction and the sense, the “conscience” and the
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awareness of this interaction, Levinas sees the compelling and inescapable
emergence of implication, of interconnection, of the responsibility to/for
the Other. It is in this “phenomenology of the face” that the idea of In-
finity signifies itself, in the proximity of the Other.

The Other (Autrui) who can sovereignly tell me “No,” offers itself . . . to the
bullet of my gun and all the unshakable resilience of his/her “self” with this
intractable “No” which he/she opposes to the bullet which tears the ventri-
cles . . . of his/her heart. . . . There, there is a relation, not one with a very
serious resistance, but with something absolutely Other: the resistance of
what has no resistance—the ethical resistance. . . . Infinity presents itself as
a face in the ethical resistance which paralyzes my powers, and rises harsh
and absolute from the depth of defenseless eyes in its nudity and its destitu-
tion. Understanding this destitution and this hunger establishes the very
proximity of the Other.*®

Levinas shows how consciousness and moral conscience are developed
through the encounter face-to-face with the other, through an interper-
sonal relation, through the responsibility and the respect one must de-
velop for the other as other.

TOWARD JUSTICE

One of Levinas’s declared “fundamental themes” which he developed in
Totality and Infinity, is precisely this interpersonal, non-symmetrical “in-
tersubjective relation.” Levinas considers it as “essential”? and insists that
“I am responsible for the Other without expecting any reciprocity on
his/her part, should it cost me my own life.”® In support, Levinas often
cites Dostoievsky’s sentence: “We are all responsible for everything and
for everyone before everyone, but I more than any other.”8! This is also
in keeping with the ancient Talmudic expression: “All in Israel are re-
sponsible for one another.”® Levinas argues that this responsibility is “to-
tal” in as much as it includes the responsibility for, “it responds for all the
others, and for everything in the others, even for their own responsibil-
ity.”®® In that sense, since the “I” is always responsible even for the re-
sponsibility of the Other, “[t]he I always has one more responsibility than
all the others.”®*

This is where the individual’s right-to-be begins to become problem-
atic.® Levinas argues that just being (étre), existing, raises a question: Am
I taking someone else’s place in the world? Is my life usurping someone
else’s life? Do I have a right to be (étre)? In Alterity and Transcendence, Lev-
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inas stresses the importance of this line of questioning—*“I have written a
lot on this theme” but “now, it is my main theme.”% Levinas explains re-
peatedly that he means ézre in its verbal form, following up on Heidegger
for whom the “verbality” of the word étre “awakened,” containing the
event, what “occurs” in “étre.”®’ Levinas underscores its dynamic mean-
ing as “processus of being or event of being or adventure of being.”¢8
Thus absorbed in its intent to be, its “insistence to be,” the individual,
sustained by its “instinct of preservation,” perseveres in its “adventure to
be” as if it were what it is meant to be, as if it were “its meaning.”® In this
argument, Levinas is led to challenge Spinoza’s Hellenic endorsement of
the conatus essendi’® which refers to this perseverance to be “in spite and
against everything and everyone,” this “obstination to be-there” (the Da-
in Dasein, “the there of my being-there”’!), the intéressement of the being,
“its primordial essence.””? But “being-there” may also mean occupying,
“usurping” someone else’s place in the world. This is where “[t]he Dz of
Da-sein is already an ethical problem” for Levinas.” In this insistance, in
this “concern” to be, he sees a violence, even a “savagery” in this struggle
to affirm oneself “without regard, without care” for the Other.”* He cites
Pascal as often as he cites Dostoievsky, and placed this sentence in exer-
gue of Otherwise than Being: ““That is my place in the sun.” That is how
the usurpation of the whole world began.””

Earlier we saw that it is before the Other and the face of the Other that
the individual can have the pure experience of the other which Levinas
sees as one and the same with ethics, in as much as one is aware that one
is responsible for the other, that the existence of the other is more im-
portant than one’s own. According to Levinas, this approach to ethics,
this concern for the other-than-I, the nonindifference to the Other con-
stitute the trigger which could release the obstinacy of the individual in
his/her perseverance, his/her insistence to be. This obligation to, and re-
sponsibility for, the Other is unlimited: “In ethics, the other’s right to ex-
ist has primacy over my own.”’® This call to responsibility through the
encounter with the Other would be “the release of this ontological con-
traction said by the verb étre, the dés-intér-essement opening the order of
the human, the grace, and the sacrifice.””’ Levinas developed this notion
of dés-intér-essement, and presented his concept of i/ y 4 as a trace of the
“necessary” “trial of dés-intér-essement.”’® To emerge from the i/ y a, the
individual must depose the sovereignty of his/her “I” Furthermore,
“[t]his deposition of the sovereignty by the ‘I’ is the social reladon with
the Other, the dis-interest-ed relation.”” Levinas split this term in three
segments to underscore “the uprooting of being”®® which, according to
him, it signifies. He distinguished this coming out of being through the
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encounter with the face of the other from that made possible through
knowledge, and called it “sociality”: “Sociality will be a means of coming
out of being otherwise than through knowledge.”! Dés-intér-essement
characterizes the human being parting with, discarding his/her condition
of being which Levinas discussed at length in Otherwise than Being, argu-
ing that it does not merely mean “to be otherwise,” since to be otherwise
is still to be. In “Ideology and Idealism,” he goes as far as using the term
dés-intér-essement in the sense of “a suspension of essence.”® With this
concept of dis-interst-edness, “the responsibility for the Other, the be-
ing-for-the-Other,” which appear to him as what could “interrupt the
anonymous and meaningless rustling of being,”®* Levinas explores the
first level of disruption of being in his move toward justice.

Indeed, Levinas’s movement toward justice involves two major disrup-
tions. The first is this “ethical event” discussed above, in which the “en-
counter” (distinct from “experience”) with the “face of the other” consti-
tutes a call out of oneself into conscience and awareness of the Other, into
an ethical relation to the Other; a relation to which Levinas refers as “dis-
course” or in later texts as “proximity.” In his response to Kearney, in Face
to Face, Levinas declares:

I become a responsible or ethical “I” to the extent that I agree to depose or
dethrone myself~—to abdicate my position of centrality—in favor of the vul-
nerable other. . . . The ethical “I” is a being who asks if he has a right to
be!—who excuses himself to the other for his own existence.?*

It is in this rupture of indifference, this concern for the other, that ethics
emerges, that surges the ethical event. There, the emergence of ethics
disrupts, pierces, breaks through the shell of being and essence, as “the
otherwise than being and beyond essence.” In this sense, “[t]he forgetting
of self moves justice.”®

The second disruption is brought about by a third party, /e tiers. The
above discussion is based on an encounter face-to-face with one Other,
through an interpersonal relation eliciting the responsibility and the re-
spect called for by the Other for the other as other. However, going back
to some arguments developed in Tozality and Infinity, in Otherwise than Be-
ing Levinas established that humanity cannot be reduced to two individ-
uals, because there is always un tiers, a third party—the reality of society—
who disrupts, upsets the simplicity of this one-on-one encounter with the
emergence of this third party next to the Other. “Indeed,” responded
Levinas during the discussion which followed a presentation of “Ideology
and Idealism” in 1972, “if there were only two of us in the world, I and
one other, there would be no problem. The other would be completely
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my responsibility. But in the real world, there are many others.”% With
him/her, the third party brings “the proximity of a human plurality.”¥
This third party is also a neighbor, and a neighbor of the neighbor, other
than this neighbor, each being unique; and with each tiers entering the
scene, problems arise.

For Levinas, this situation raises several questions: In this plurality,
which one comes before the other in my responsibility? What are they,
then, the other and the third party, in relation to one another? and so on.
Ultimately, he sees “the first question in the inter-human” as the “in-
evitable” question of justice, when it is necessary to “weigh, think, judge”
within a relation of proximity, where everything is owed to each and every
other, demanding the impossible—“a comparison among incompara-
bles.”® Thus the movement from ethics to justice is triggered by the en-
trance of the third on the scene of the intersubjective relation. Levinas
writes: “This is the fact of the multiplicity of human beings, the presence
of a third party next to the Other, which conditions the laws and estab-
lishes justice.”® This is where Levinas sees “the quest for justice” as go-
ing back to the face of the other, “the source of my obligation toward
other men,” the source of responsibility and ethics. For him, it is “[t]hat
initial obligation, before the multiplicity of human beings, [which] be-
comes justice.”! The individual’s choice to acknowledge the Other as
other is an ethical decision, and it is this acknowledgment which Levinas
calls justice.” Thus his concept of justice appears to be conceived in a bib-
lical sense, as a synthesis of moral behaviors.” This is also where Levinas
sees—were one to forget the uniqueness and primacy of the other—the
possible risk of “transforming the sublime and difficult work of justice
into a purely political calculation.”®*

However, it is important to note that this move from ethics to justice
may not be linear if one reads the role of responsibility differently.” In
Otherwise than Being, Jeffrey Dudiack stresses that Levinas claims repeat-
edly that the arrival of the third party on the scene of the intersubjective
relation between I and the Other “is not an empirical fact,” but an essen-
tial structure of the other.? In Levinas’s words, “[i]t is not that the entry
of the third party would be an empirical fact, and that my responsibility
for the other finds itself constrained to a calculus by the ‘force of
things.””” The sharing of responsibility is not affixed to the arrival of the
third, but is already part and parcel of one’s responsibility to the Other. In
Levinas’s model, “[i]n the proximity of the Other, all the others than the
Other obsess me, and already obsession cries out for justice, demands
measure and knowing, is consciousness.””® Moreover, in Totality and In-

finity (“The Other and the Others”) Levinas argues that the other already
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carries “a third,” that is to say another Other: “The third regards me in
the eyes of the Other.” In the face-to-face with the Other, the other
Other (Je tiers) is already there, or manifests itself simultaneously. In this
sense, Levinas can write: “The others concern me from the first,” in a
“fraternity” which is not based, however, on genus, but on responsibil-
ity.”” This concept of “fraternity” renders justice accessible to all, which is
the essence of justice—if justice is to be just—in the fact that “I am an-
other for the Other. . . . the reciprocal relationship binds me to the other
man in the trace of transcendence, in illeity.”'® A few pages down, Lev-
inas confirms that “justice can be established only if I, always evaded from
the concept of the ego, always desituated and divested of being, always in
non-reciprocatable relationship with the other, always for the other, can
become an other like the others.”’"! The importance for justice of this
“fraternity” cannot be overlooked since it is thanks to this fraternity that
there can also be justice for “I.” Later, in an interview with Raoul Mort-
ley,'%? Levinas acknowledges that “there is a sense in which another is in
conflict with my relationship with a third party,” which precludes “liv[ing]
in society on the basis of this one-to-one responsibility alone.”!% Levinas
sees there a relationship of “pity” through which “we enter into knowl-
edge, judgment and justice.”

CONCLUSION: THE IDEA OF A POSSIBILITY

Levinas’s concepts of ethics and justice have raised several questions.!%*
The most salient and most frequently voiced concerns his writings about
an ideal deemed impossible to achieve in “an age of dis-aster—an age
without a guiding star,”'% in a world which has lost its markers and has
gone awry, in which “[t]here [is] no longer any measure to contain mon-
strosities.”!% How realistic is his call for a responsibility to the Other in
a world where the persistent focus on self-interest appears to be at the an-
tipodes of what he advocates in his notions of dis-interest-edness and pri-
macy of the Other. In his response to Philippe Nemo, Levinas explains:
“My task does not consist in constructing an ethics; I only try to figure
out its meaning.”!%” Unlike Husserl, Levinas does not believe that philos-
ophy should necessarily develop a program. Although he is aware that one
might be able to construct one on the basis of his theories, it is neverthe-
less not his specific aim. In the discussion which followed his presentation
of “Ideology and Idealism,” he was questioned on his lack of concern with
“concrete reality,” and his ability “to solve actual ethical problems.” He
asserted again that it was not his “purpose to moralize or to improve the
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conduct of our generation.” In his view, the interpersonal relation he dis-
cusses in his works “stands behind practical morality,” as a relation of re-
sponsibility, no matter how poorly or weakly this responsibility is per-
ceived or acted upon, “even when it takes the form of politics or warfare.”
In any case, one cannot claim “no concern,” for whether one chooses it
or not, “it is always and inescapably my concern.”'® In The Intrigue of
Ethics, Jeftrey Dudiack addresses this issue. For example, he recalls Robert
John Sheffler Manning’s claim to Levinas’s “description of an ideal situa-
tion,” and stresses that in his own reading of Levinas’s work, Dudiack un-
derstands Levinas’s “descripdons of the ethical . . . not at all of an ideal,
of something that might be realized,” but “of the conditions of possibil-
ity, the ‘inspiration,” of every realized situation.”'” Dudiack explains that
Levinas’s discourse “is justified only to the extent that it . . . be taken as
‘prophetic’ rather than prescriptive or legislative.!1

Levinas was convinced of the paramount importance of justice, and sit-
uated it at the core of first philosophy—that is, ethics—as it is at the core
of the Talmud, one of his main sources. He also saw demanding justice for
the Other as a return to a profound morality which defies ideology. Pos-
ing the problem of fundamental justice through the arrival of a third party
in the intersubjective relation led him to raise the question of rights, which
in this context is always necessarily “the rights of the other.”!!! We saw
that in his model of ethics and justice, he argues that responsibility to the
Other implies responsibility to all others, which for him leads to responsi-
bility for social justice and worldwide peace. His later work up to 1995 in-
creasingly turned to issues of human rights and peace. Although his task
was obviously left incomplete, he nevertheless left some rich, robust, and
moving reflections on the possibilities of a dialogue toward peace. Recall-
ing the episode of Saint-Exupéry’s Little Prince asking for the drawing of
a sheep—a Little Prince who is satisfied only with the sketch of a box
where he is told a sheep he cannot see is asleep—Levinas confesses: “I do
not know how to draw the solution to insoluble problems. . . . T have no
idea other than the idea of the idea that one should have. . . . I have the
idea of a possibility in which the impossible may be sleeping.”!12

It may be that at the core of the concept of justice (and the akin con-
cepts of right and peace) there is a promise, that of an ideal of justice.
Here, Derrida’s notion of “to-come” (¢ venir)!!* is very helpful to better
understand the profound meaning of justice and its “promise” and the
“possibility” Levinas writes about. For Derrida, the notion of “to-come”
entails “some openness to the future, and . . . openness to the other.”!!*
That is why speaking of something-to-come is referring to something ex-
perienced as always possible. In this case, it does not mean that justice will
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realize itself only in a future time, nor does it refer to a “regulatory idea
in the Kantian sense, nor a utopia.”''’ Extending Derrida’s concept of “to-
come” to justice, it can be understood “as the concept of a promise” which
can manifest itself only where there is disruption and upheaval, when
there exists a gap between the present state of justice, in this case, and the
possibility of an ideal of justice. In fact, it is in this very gap that justice
would be shaped, and Derrida’s following words can aptly apply here:

between an infinite promise (always untenable because it at least calls for an
infinite respect of the infinite singularity and the infinite alterity of the other
as much as for the calculable, subjectable equalities among these anonymous
singularities) and the specific, necessary, but necessarily ill fitting forms
which must measure themselves against that promise.'!¢

It is in this gap that heterogeneity must be preserved, “as the only
chance of an affirmed, or rather re-affirmed future.”!!” Without this
gap, without this disjunction, justice may simply believe, in all good
conscience, that it has succeeded, that “its duty is accomplished,” and
therefore it may “miss its chance for the future, for the promise or the
call . . . (in other words, for its very possibility).”1!® Levinas sees there a
possibility in which “the impossible may be sleeping,” but, writes Der-
rida, “there is no responsibility that is not the experience and experi-
ment of the impossible.” !1?

Derrida defines responsibility as “a certain experience and experiment
of the possibility of the impossible: the testing of the aporia from which
one may invent the only possible invention, the impossible invention.”!?
Derrida has described and discussed extensively, in several of his texts,
how ambiguities and dilemmas are inherent to his concept of responsibil-
ity, and are, in fact, the very condition of its possibility. For “at a certain
point, the promise and the decision, that is to say the responsibility, owe
their possibility to the test of undecidability which will always remain
their condition.”!?! He stresses repeatedly that, if there is an easy decision
to make, there is, in fact, no decision to be made, no possibility of deci-
sion, therefore no responsibility to be taken, only a set of rules to follow,
a program to implement. He links this concept—this condition of re-
sponsibility as being dependent on the simultaneous necessity of a condi-
tion of impossibility—to a notion of “messianism,” to the experience of
the promise. It is by opening a space for the affirmation of this promise,
of the “messianic and emancipatory promise,” of the impossible event as
a promise, that it will preserve its capital of possibilities, of dynamic ideal
of justice in-the-making, to-come.
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NOTES

Citations from French publications translated by Denise Egéa-Kuehne.

1. Emmanuel Levinas, Alterity and Transcendence (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1999), 170.

2. E.g., the “canon wars” on the one hand, and on the other hand, the Com-
munist block collapse, the “new world” syndrome, the so-called death of history, and
large-scale violence. See such texts as Derrida’s Specters of Marx, trans. P. Kamuf,
Routledge (1994) (including his commentary of Francis Fukuyama’s book The End of
History and the Last Man (New York: Morrow, William & Co, 1993) and The Other
Heading. Reflections on Today’s Europe, with “Call It a Day for Democracy,” trans. P. A.
Brault and M. B. Naas (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992).

3. Although there is no consensus on this point, “ethics” is often understood
as leaning toward theory and “morality” toward a more concrete expression. In a
conversation with Richard Kearney (“Dialogue with Emmanuel Levinas,” in
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6

“Looking for Allies”:
Gilles Deleuze as Critical Theorist

John R. Morss

You will be allowed to live and speak, but only after every outlet has
been obstructed.

—Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus

The power to exist has been transformed into an internal variable of
the capitalist supersystem.

—Massumi, “Requiem for Our
Prospective Dead,” Deleuze and Guattari

Is Deleuze a critical theorist? This question is perhaps asked less often
than “is Deleuze a postmodernist?” although perhaps is of greater signif-
icance. Both questons will be addressed here in a tentative and ex-
ploratory way with the intention of opening up the Deleuzian corpus to a
range of interrogations. Needless to say, the answer to neither question is
monosyllabic. But some headway may be made and it is possible that a
contribution may thus be made to wider questions concerning Critical
Theory and its rivals, including the delineation of distinctions between
those alternatives. If we are indeed moving into the century sfter the
Deleuzian one (as implied by the Foucauldian cliché: Buchanan, 1999)
then perhaps we can cautiously begin the task of appropriating Deleuze:
of becoming post-Deleuzian (Goodchild, 1996; Kaufman and Heller,
1998, Patton, 1996; Stivale, 1998).

“French theorists” such as Baudrillard, Derrida, Lyotard, Foucault, La-
can, and Deleuze—even if they share little more than a putatively com-
mon first language—seem to pose overlapping, substantial problems to
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the taxonomist of sociophilosophical orientation. Who goes with whom,
who is most distinct from whom? Who straddles the boundaries, however
finely we delineate them? Are any of them poststructuralists, postmod-
ernists, pragmatists, materialists? Yet their significance is undeniable even
if difficult to fully articulate. Arguably the most traditionally “philosoph-
ical” of this fuzzy set (although his interests in Kafka, in painting, and in
cinema disrupt that label), Gilles Deleuze may perhaps prove susceptible
to interrogation on these kinds of question. As well as suggesting some
possible relationships between Deleuze and these various movements, the
interrogation will open up some other aspects of his work, including some
of special relevance to educationists.

The second question asked above—the postmodernism question—is I
think less difficult to answer than the critical theory question, although
the answer still needs some qualification. Postmodernism is itself of
course an awkward beast to define at the best of times (Holzman and
Morss, 2000; Morss, 2000a). There seems to me little in common be-
tween Deleuze and most of the postmodernists, except for some commu-
nalities that are also shared more widely. Thus Deleuze’s attention to
Nietzsche, a “postmodernly correct” author, is far from unique, and is ac-
companied by his attention to the less fashionable Hume, Spinoza, and
Bergson. Also, Deleuze unfashionably talks of concepts rather than of lan-
guage, and his discussion (with Felix Guattari) of the “minor language,”
in a short book on Kafka first published in 1975 (Deleuze and Guattari,
1986), is much more politically charged than garden variety postmod-
ernism. And while Deleuze shared with Lyotard (presumptively the most
“postmodern” of the six French theorists named above) many interests
and attitades, the vocabulary of “grand narratives” could only seem for-
eign, if not a little superficial, on Deleuze’s lips.

More generally, Deleuze strongly resists enlisting as a “social construc-
tionist,” however elastic that term may be (Deleuze, 1995: 139; Deleuze
and Guattari, 1994). Wherever the ground for topically defined debate
seems to be, Deleuze seems to take his stance elsewhere, looking
obliquely down on the skirmish in an avuncular kind of way—in Badiou’s
phrase, “penseur joyeux de la confusion du monde” (Badiou, 1998:18). But
Deleuze was no Baudrillard, firing off snappy one-liners and then bounc-
ing off to another topic. Deleuze’s “elsewhere” has a way of blooming and
unfolding, broadening out and recontextualising the debates it surrounds.
Deleuze continually generates new ways of articulating the human condi-
tion (as it used to be called), and reflecting it back like some virtual real-
ity apparatus. The result is frequently dazzling but just as frequently illu-
minating.
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Deleuze’s approach brings together, in a remarkable and unique way,
visual-spatial and conceptual modes of analysis. Perhaps no philoso-
pher since Leibniz has had so mathematically creative a vision, but nei-
ther mathematics nor the physical sciences have had much recent im-
pact on social theory (except through chaos theory and complexity
theory, traces of which have been detected in the writings of Deleuze
and Guattari; also see Protevi’s forthcoming Political Physics). The con-
ceptualist approach is emphatic. In What Is Philosophy?—the final
earthly collaboration of Deleuze and Guattari—the title question is an-
swered quite directly: philosophy is “the art of forming, inventing, and
fabricating concepts” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994: 2). However—and
unlike in any previous conceptualist philosophy—these concepts must
not pretend to be in any way universal, either as objective contempla-
tion, subjective reflection, or intersubjective communication. The last
of these options—communicative rationality—is memorably dismissed
as the “Western democratic, popular conception of philosophy as pro-
viding pleasant or aggressive dinner conversations at Mr Rorty’s” (144).
By implication, Deleuze rejects the Habermasian liberalism in such a
position. Rather, concepts are singularities, and philosophy “does not
link concepts together . . . Concepts do form a wall, but it is a dry-stone
wall, and everything holds together only along diverging lines.” Con-
cepts, thus, are connective and not hierarchical but linking.

Some other aspects of Deleuze’s position vis-a-vis his predecessors can
be expressed straightforwardly. He has little time for Hegel, and seems to
have only slightly more for Marx. He rejects phenomenology. The Hei-
deggerian influence, so marked in Derrida, seems largely absent: not for
Deleuze a tramp in the woods or the contemplation of a hammer and nail.
The Heideggerian residue is found, if anywhere, only in the spatializing
impulse, converging with Heidegger’s language of “clearings” and de-
tours (Derrida’s par les quatre chemins: see Morss, 1999). Consistent with
those three rejections, he does not discuss Sartre. Writers strongly influ-
enced by marxism rarely feature in his books and his most well-known ac-
counts of marxism are, like his accounts of Freudism, extravagantly hos-
tile. Yet he could not write what he does without those “effects.” The
desiring-machines of the Anti-Oedipus are unavoidably post-Marxist in
their articulation of the political economy of desire—indeed Paul Patton
has described Deleuze as someone who “never ceased becoming Marxist”
(cited by Marks, 1998: 163)—as well as unavoidably post-Freudian. Re-
latedly, “a materialist psychiatry is one that brings production into desire
on the one hand and desire into production on the other” (Deleuze, 1995:
17-18).
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Perhaps above all, Deleuze is always a most strategic writer even when
writing at most length. His emphasis on spatiality, territory, and move-
ment recalls a military mode of thought even when military imagery is not
being deployed, and this provides a more than stylistic bond with the ac-
tivist wings of Critical Theory. Anti-Oedipus, for example, was very much
a call to arms as well as a jeu d’esprit. As Deleuze and Guattari later re-
marked:

[Tihe only question is how anything works, with its intensities, flows,
processes, partial objects. . . . We feel the same way about our book. What
matters is whether it works, and how it works, and who it works for. . . .

We’re writing for unconsciousnesses that have had enough. We’re looking
for allies. We need allies. (Deleuze 1995, 22)

DELEUZE AND NIETZSCHE

Deleuze had always been on the lookout for allies. He constructed his
own kind of intellectual nomadism, self-consciously aligning himself with
a congeries of marginal or unfashionable thinkers through the history of
philosophy. This is in itself emblematic of his attitude to philosophy as a
matter of creativity rather than of the institution: one chooses one’s fore-
bears and then accepts the consequences. The Deleuzian pantheon is an
eclectic one, including Spinoza, Leibniz, Hume, Nietzsche, and Bergson.

Deleuze maintained the pursuit of some specific goals as he traversed
the writings of Hume, Nietzsche, and many others in his early work.
Most generally, Deleuze’s own positive commitments are to a kind of em-
piricism and to a recognition of the role of creativity in a world that is in
some ways unpredictable. It is perhaps this insistence on creativity that
represents Deleuze’s most significant contribution to our thinking—
about education, social life, and politics.

Deleuze’s first two major books focused on Hume and on Nietzsche.
According to Deleuze, both Hume and Nietzsche in effect rejected di-
alectics and rationalism—the guises of the transcendental—in favor of a
respect for the particular and hence for difference. Both set intellectual
functions firmly within a context of human life, particularly in an ethical
context (as indeed did Spinoza). Hence Deleuze could argue that “philos-
ophy must constitute itself as the theory of what we are doing, not as a
theory of what there is” (Deleuze 1991: 133).

The rejection of orthodox rationalism (also evidenced in his admiration
for Bergson) sets Deleuze apart from French intellectual mainstreams
even more than the rejection of the dialectic. Deleuze disavowed the con-
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tinental concern with subjectivity—carried through from existentialism
even into poststructuralist thought by Foucault and others. The subject is
radically exteriorized in Deleuze—portrayed as the contingent, acciden-
tal effect of the play of surfaces. This in itself represents one point of con-
tact with empiricism, a line of work which would seem to concern itself
with exteriors. Certainly, empiricism can be seen as opposed to interpre-
tation. As Deleuze put it: “Never interpret: experience, experiment”
(Deleuze, 1995: 87).

Process, flux, events—“the Heraclitean fire machine” (Deleuze,
1983:30)—form Deleuze’s cosmology and in Nietzsche and Philosophy
Deleuze endorses Nietzsche’s affirmative, joyous account of science, de-
voted to the realm of “action” rather than “reaction.” It celebrates think-
ing as creation. This creativity means that not only is philosophy not di-
rected to the eternal, as in a Platonic idealism, but it is also not directed
to the “historical” as if this is somehow a surrogate for the ideal. Philos-
ophy is neither eternal nor historical but “untimely.” Deleuze contrasts
genealogy with evolutionism, which tends to set change within fixed pat-
terns and even teleological structures, describing evolutionism as “the re-
active image of genealogy.” This notion of genealogy was subsequently
adopted by Foucault, together with several other key elements of
Deleuze’s Nietzsche (such as the analysis of power). Foucault, however,
employed what seems, by comparison with Deleuze, a somewhat re-
stricted sense of genealogy particularly in focusing on structures of
knowledge. For Deleuze, in contrast, it is in the realm of ethics that ge-
nealogy is of most significance. Values for Nietzsche, argues Deleuze, are
to be seen neither as absolute nor as relative to some cultural base.

At times Deleuze’s ant-Hegelism is almost Popperian in its vehe-
mence. To a considerable extent Deleuze was reacting against the lioniz-
ing of Hegel in modern French philosophy (through Kojeve) and the as-
sociated monolithic status of Hegel as having singlehandedly created
phenomenology, existentialism, the dialectic, and the analysis of class
struggle. In Nietzsche and Philosophy Deleuze was paving the way for his
subsequent (and also vociferous) critique of lack as negativity in the
Hegelian-inspired works of Lacan. Nietzsche, for Deleuze, is above all a
philosopher of ethical action in the world, where ethical action is to be
distinguished from the taking of responsibility, which involves guilt and
hence falls into the trap of “interiority.” As Foucault himself might have
said, “As for being responsible or irresponsible, we don’t recognise those
notions, they’re for policemen and courtroom psychiatrists” (Deleuze
1995:24). Deleuze’s ethics, drawn from Nietzsche and Spinoza, is itself
(perhaps in a rather aestheticised sense) a contribution to Critical Theory.



132 Jobn R. Morss

GIVING REPRESSION THE FINGER: THE ANTI-OEDIPUS

Deleuze’s most well-known book remains his collaboration with Felix
Guattari of the late 1960s, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizopbrenia I.
The attitude to the psychoanalysis of postwar France is almost uniformly
negative, the most back-handed of compliments. Although some general
elements of Freud’ project are salvaged, chiefly a notion of the libidinal
economy, the book as a whole is a celebration of what Freud defined as
the most primitive of libidinal regimes: the “polymorphous perversity” of
the baby, revelling in the exotic pleasures of its body and of the bodies it
encounters. Freud’s sequestration of this bacchanalian carnival is entirely
rejected. Repression, as a process, is rejected in this glorious “up yours”
to psychoanalysis.

The critique is not of psychoanalytic concepts as such. Deleuze stated
when the book was published that “What we’re attacking isn’t some sup-
posed ideology behind psychoanalysis. It’s the practice and theory of psy-
choanalysis itself” (Deleuze, 1995: 17). In the Oedipus complex Deleuze
and Guattari see the crystallization of a whole set of assemblages, func-
tioning to attribute blame and guilt to individuals and to specific domes-
tic arrangements of the modern family. Lacan, for whom Oedipal
processes were condensed with subjectivity and language-use, is a major
target. Lacan’s “negative” approach to desire—his Hegelian notion of de-
sire as lack, and his notion of jouissance as connoting the master’s triumph
over the slave—is swept aside in a torrent of affirmation. Lacan’s ap-
proach is made to seem timid and guilty by comparison.

Throughout Anti-Oedipus there is an extravagant concern with the pro-
duction and the productivity of desire—with abundance, excess, and the
overflowing of limits. There are surrealist underminings of the struc-
turalist tropes of circulation and investment (and here Lacan, the surreal-
ist psychiatrist and sometime structuralist, is hoist with his own petard).
Instead of a careful system of erogenous zones, relocating around the
body according to a strict schedule, and giving rise to an orderly devel-
opmental progression of the ego, we have desiring-machines and the psy-
chotic Body without Organs. The latter is a nonorganized monolith, a
nondifferentiated plenum, like a body so obscenely fat that it totally oc-
cupies its spatial dimensions in a perfect cube (or perhaps so obscenely
anorexic or emaciated that it disappears entirely). Order, schedules, the
territorialization of the body—and indeed the psychoanalytic fear and
loathing of the panlibidinal body surface of the baby, and perhaps of the
woman—are treated as fascist. This conceptual fascism is, if anything is,
the expression of the neuroticism described (or rather, inscribed) by psy-
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choanalysis itself. In defining the anal character, as if by virtue of its pro-
tessional expertise, psychoanalysis merely projects itself.

The language is direct: instead of coy discussions about “the anal” we
are confronted, on page one, with the stinking brown stuff itself. The
earthiness of expression extends to sex; an earthiness that contrasts with
the prudishness of Freud’s language and the voyeurism of Lacan’s. For
Deleuze and Guattari, coupling is a key process in the functioning of the
social machinery of which we are a part. Intercourse and interpenetration
are symbolic as well as actual. Two authors interpenetrate each other’s
brains, cutting and rejoining neural connections to neural tissue and to
the world in a bizarre combination of neurosurgery and performance art.

Among other couplings, the long-awaited Freud-Marx synthesis is one
that plays a background or perhaps off-stage role in Anti-Oedipus. Con-
temporary capitalism is treated as of immense strength and fluid power—
with a protean facility to re-group, to de- and re-differentiate, to assimi-
late its enemies and to recruit every aspect of contemporary culture to its
advantage. This is as non-Utopian a post-marxism as one might ever en-
counter. It is implied that the future vision offered by communist theory
is cognate with the supposed promises of the psychoanalyst. If there is any
hope, it lies not in the “proles” or in the clinic, but in the inchoate puis-
sance of desire. Of all the previous couplings of Freud and Marx, it is per-
haps closest to that of Reich (Deleuze 1995:18).

MAKING SPACE FOR RESISTANCE:
A THOUSAND PLATEAUS

We're tired of trees. We should stop believing in trees, roots, and radi-
cles. They've made us suffer too much. All of arborescent culture is
founded on them, from biology to linguistics. Nothing is beautiful or
loving or political aside from underground stems and aerial roots, ad-
ventitious growths and rhizomes.

—Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus

Deleuze and Guattari collaborated on several subsequent projects, with
the second volume of Capitalism and Schizophrenia appearing in 1980. A
Moby Dick of a book, A Thousand Plateaus is measured and extensive in
style. Its “plateaus”™—a term derived from Gregory Bateson—are junc-
tures or resting places, metastable locations like tectonic plates on the
earth’s surface; or like the tracks on a CD between which one can jump.
Many of the plateaus are associated, sometimes cryptically, with specific,
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significant dates in history. But the sequence is anything but a linear ac-
count of evolutionary progress. Some of the most striking of the images
discussed in A Thousand Plateaus relate to the concept of the rhizome, and
to the concepts of territorialization and of different kinds of space. An at-
tempt will be made to explicate these concepts all of which bear on re-
sistance. Some comments will also be made here on postmodernism since
in many ways A Thousand Plateaus looks like a postmodernist work.

The rhizome is presented as a model of communication and of prolif-
eration, especially by contrast with the arborescent (tree) model. The
rhizome—apparently exemplified in conventional botany by some ferns
and rhododendrons—is defined as a “prostrate or subterranean root-like
stem” that builds up a network of interconnections with no central or-
ganization. It lies upon or slightly under the surface, ready to produce a
vertical stem when the opportunity arises. In contrast, the tree has a
well-defined and stable root system below ground, and an equally well-
defined stem system above ground. It is ordered, where the rhizome ex-
emplifies distribution. (Elsewhere it is noted that “the rhizome is an anti-
genealogy”). The rhizome is to be differentiated both from root and
from radicle—it exhibits neither “genetic axis” (on the basis of which de-
velopmental stages might be built) nor “deep structure” (as in struc-
turalist anthropology, or the “competence” model of Chomskyan lin-
guistics).

For Deleuze and Guattari a rhizomic book (like their own) contrasts
with the lineal order of a more traditional, “root-like” book. However,
and more important perhaps, the rhizomic book contrasts with a book
that exemplifies a “radicle” system: one that is “merely” multiple or
“merely” fragmented, while remaining unified or controlled at some
higher level (an edited book perhaps!-—although the example indicated is
Joyce’s Ulysses, with its masterly orchestration of diverse styles and gen-
res). For fragmentation is not enough: “it is not enough to say ‘Long live
the multiple.”” A pluralistic attention to the multiple (for example, in
some forms of contemporary postmodernism) might be termed liberal—
as it were “Anything goes (as long as it’s not inappropriate)”. However,
Deleuze and Guattari call this model “fascicular” (that is, bundled), and it
is clearly no accident that the word “fascist” derives from the same image.
Deleuze and Guattari may be telling us that postmodernism (at least in
popular forms) will not offer an alternative to humanism but rather a re-
cuperation of it. More broadly, there is surely an explicitly emancipatory
impulse at work. “Don’t be one or multiple, be muldplicities!” (Deleuze
and Guattari, 1987: 24).
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The discussion of rhizomes introduces and foreshadows the concepts of
space, of territorialization, and of the “war machine.” The kind of space
defined by the tree or by psychoanalytic control is a “striated” space to be
contrasted with the “smooth” or nomadic space inhabited by the rhizome.
The comparison is well illustrated by the contrast of the game-space of
chess and the game-space of go. Chess pieces are defined in terms of spe-
cific kinds of moves they can make. The meaning-system of the board is
highly structured (the game of chess was almost, as it were, designed for a
computer to play). In contrast the go board is bare (it does not even have
squares, only intersections) and every go piece is identical in its functions.
The aim of chess is to defeat an opponent by simultaneously piercing the
king’s body from several angles at once (“checkmate”: the king is dead),
with each trajectory precisely calculated from a distance. Go, by contrast,
involves the proximal occupation and definition of territory.

This contrast of striated and smooth space is employed by Deleuze and
Guattari to explore a number of issues. Striated space is directly linked
with the State, and (in terms of territorialization) is used to re-describe
the post-Marxist history of capitalism as previously given in Anti-Oedipus.
Smooth space is celebrated, and its icon is the nomad. The nomadic tribe
is perceived as occupying a surface (sometimes termed a “desert”) with-
out filling it up—Iliving as it were in two dimensions or perhaps four, but
not the conventional three. The notion of mobility is not just related to
the geographical peripatetics of the nomad (indeed one does not have to
keep moving to be nomad). The machinic language of Anti-Oedipus is still
in evidence and although the State is credited with the construction of the
most powerful of machines—State war machines—the nomads are seen
to have responded in kind (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 24). The difficult
notion of the (anti-State) nomad war machine is one of the most chal-
lenging in A Thousand Plateaus. It seems almost deliberately designed to
undermine any romanticism in their resistance imagery. Remaining
largely undefined, this nomad war machine represents the rhizomic as-
semblies by which resistance is put together on an ad hoc basis, forming
temporary coalitions, tentative alliances, and even strategic co-options of
root-like or striated elements. A Thousand Plateaus bears more than a pass-
ing resemblance to the Taoist Art of War.

Direct links are made with the Anti-Oedipus even though psycho-
analysis is not the only method of the territorialization of desire. “In the
case of the child, gestural, mimetic, ludic, and other semiotic systems
regain their freedom and extricate themselves from . . . the dominant
competence of the teacher’s language—a microscopic event upsets the
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local balance of power.” Deliberately adopting a (child-like?) defiant-
resistant style, and again out-Reiching Reich, Deleuze and Guattari de-
claim:

Strike the pose or follow the axis, genetic stage or structural destiny—one
way or the other, your rhizome will be broken. Once a rhizome has been ob-
structed, arborified, it’s all over, no desire stirs; for it is always by rhizome
that desire moves and produces. . . . Look at what happened to Little Hans
already, an example of child psychoanalysis at its purest: they kept on
BREAKING HIS RHIZOME and BLOTCHING HIS MAP, setting it
straight for him, blocking his every way out, until he began to desire his own
shame and guilt, until they had rooted shame and guilt in him . . . You will
be allowed to live and speak, but only after every outlet has been obstructed.
(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987: 14)

DELEUZE AS CRITICAL THEORIST

We set against [the] fascism of powerl[,] active, positive lines of flight . ..
and the organization of a social field of desire: it’s not a matter of escap-
ing “personally”, from oneself, but of allowing something to escape, like
bursting a pipe or a boil.

—VFelix Guattari in Deleuze, Negotiations

As noted above, Deleuze distanced himself from dialectics and indeed from
Hegelianism in general, immensely influential in postwar French philoso-
phy; and he removed himself from the orthodox rationalist traditdon in
French thought, a tradition reaching back to Descartes, while exploring its
boundaries in the work of Leibniz (indeed Badiou, 1998 describes Deleuze’s
program as a new baroque). In rejecting these mainstream traditions he did
not move toward phenomenology or any of the hermeneutc traditons.
Nor did he embrace psychoanalysis with its “royal road to the subcon-
scious.” He distrusted royal roads. Psychoanalysis appears to recognize the
irrational, but does so in the context of a controlling practice which again,
for Deleuze, identifies it as part of the problem rather than part of the so-
lution.

As observed throughout this chapter, then, Deleuze was at least hover-
ing around the periphery of Critical Theory; can he be said to have con-
tributed to it? Foucault appears to have thought so; he described Anti-
Oedipus (in his preface) as an “introduction to the non-fascist life,” a
pursuit of “the slightest traces of fascism in the body . . . the tracking
down of all varieties of fascism, from the enormous ones that surround
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and crush us to the petty ones that constitute the tyrannical bitterness of
our everyday lives.” There was much common ground between Foucault
and Deleuze over the latter’s descriptions of “societies of control”
(Deleuze, 1995: 177ff; also see Edwards and Usher, 2000: 42, 72). For
Deleuze, the films of Alfred Hitchcock seem to have represented a high
point of the disciplinary phase in Western society as described by Fou-
cault (Rear Window is of course splendidly panoptical). Looking to the fu-
ture of the school in the society of control, Deleuze saw “permanent
training” (also known as lifelong learning, we presume), which “will no
longer necessarily imply the regrouping of school children in a structure
of confinement” (Deleuze, 1998: 18)—as with highways, where “you
don’t enclose people but instead multiply the means of control.”

Relationships between control and childhood are also discussed else-
where. In Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, the “assemblage” (machine)
of the “becoming-child” is described as being rich “in suppleness and pro-
liferation . . . the childish mannerisms in Kafka seem to have a function of
escape or deterritorialization” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1986: 87; on appli-
cations of Deleuze and Guattari in critcal psychology, see Brown and
Lunt, 2001; Morss 2000b; Teo 2000). The Kafka book discusses the im-
portant notion of “minority,” as indexed by Kafka’s language in relation
to his political and cultural position (the status of the German, Czech, and
Yiddish languages, and so on). Minority, as a status, comes to be of resist-
ant value in itself, a proposal also explored in A Thousand Plateaus along-
side the high-risk concept of “becoming-woman” (Deleuze and Guattari,
1987: 291). Critical Theory is said (Pensky, 1998) to be in some ways best
represented in the contemporary intellectual landscape by certain kinds of
feminism, so that some attention to the contested issue of feminism in
Deleuze is certainly appropriate at this point (Braidotti, 1994; Buchanan
and Colebrook, 2000).

In brief, the “becomings” are minority-status entities (women, chil-
dren, animals, plants) which in being withdrawn from the majority or
normative standard (rational white adult male: Deleuze and Guattari,
1987: 292), achieve a status necessary if not sufficient for some kind of re-
sistance. “Even blacks, as the Black Panthers said, must become-black.”
“Becoming-woman” is, however, unique in its relation to the standard in
which “man is majoritarian par excellence.” Flirting with a romantic im-
age, these becomings are described as a manifestation of nature in oppos-
ing its power to “the roar of factories and bombers” (p. 309). Natural and
man-made worlds are vertiginously intertwined throughout the Deleuz-
ian corpus, and the status of woman sometimes seems as overdetermined
as that of a Hitchcock heroine. Every twist of the Byzantine plot of
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Deleuze’s writing seems to set more shackles on the subject, yet a sudden
cut or zoom—or suddenly noticing Hitchcock himself in the scene, wind-
ing a clock or boarding a bus—will throw the whole drama into some new
perspective. (Remember, Hitchcock thought Psycho was a comedy).
Deleuze’s recipe for emancipation is designed for a cinema-going audi-
ence: even in Hoyt’s or the Odeon there will be allies.

For Brian Massumi, translator of and commentator on Deleuze and
Guattari (and the latter’s contribution on activist dimensions of the col-
laborative work should not be underestimated—Attias, 1998), their writ-
ings tell us that:

Resistance, if it is still at all possible . . . will take a different, most likely
posthuman, route. . . . This is an argument for the additivity of political
strategies on the part of those who desire to change the capitalist supersys-
tem, to match the additivity of capitalism itself. (Massumi, 1998: 56)

And as Deleuze and Guattari remind us:

Be quick, even when standing still! . . . [but] Don’t bring out the General in
you! (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987: 24-25)
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Jacques Derrida: Deconstruction = Justice

Gert ]. ]. Biesta

EWALD: Is there a philosophy of Jacques Derrida?
DERRIDA: No.

EWALD:  Therefore there is no message?
DERRIDA: No message.

EWALD: Is there anything normative?

DERRIDA: Of course there is, there is nothing but.

—Derrida and Ewald, “A Certain ‘Madness’
Must Watch over Thinking,” Derrida and Education

"T'he Algerian-born philosopher Jacques Derrida (1930- ) has since the
early 1960s created a highly unconventional and highly controversial
philosophical oeuvre. His many articles and books have evoked strong re-
actions, most often of a negative kind. It is not uncommon, as John Ca-
puto writes,

to portray Derrida as the devil himself, a street-corner anarchist, a relativist,
or subjectivist, or nihilist, out to destroy traditions and institutions, our be-
liefs and values, to mock philosophy and truth itself, to undo everything the
Enlightenment has done—and to replace all this with wild nonsense and ir-
responsible play. (Caputo, 1997, p. 36)

Although many people have an opinion about Derrida, far less have taken
the time and effort to actually engage with his writings. There is a re-
markable degree of illiteracy about his work; an illiteracy which verges on
irresponsibility. I do not want to hide the fact that reading Derrida often
requires considerable and sustained effort. But this is not because, as his

141
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critics have suggested, he is a philosophical “Dadaist” (see Derrida, 1995,
p. 420). It is because of the complexity of the ‘project’ he is engaged in,
and also because of the commitment and rigor of his scholarship. In this
chapter I want to argue that Derrida’s oeuvre is anything but an irre-
sponsible play with words, but that ethical and political issues are at the
very center of what his writing is about. In order to make this clear, I will
focus on one of the most fascinating claims to be found in Derrida’s work,
namely, his contention that “deconstruction s justice” (Derrida, 1992a, p.
35, original emphasis). Explaining this claim will not only allow me to re-
veal the ‘hyper-political’ character of deconstruction (see Derrida, 1996,
p. 85) but will also allow me to show in what way and to what extent de-
construction can be seen as a form of critical philosophy and hence as a
‘member’—although a very special one—of the critical tradition.

FROM CRITIQUE TO DECONSTRUCTION

In 1991 the French philosopher Emmanuél Levinas wrote the following
about Derrida:

May not Derrida’s work cut into the development of Western thinking with
a line of demarcation similar to that of Kantianism, which separated dog-
matic philesophy from critical philosophy? Are we again at the end of a
naiveté, of an unsuspected dogmatism which slumbered at the base of that
which we took for critical spirit? (Levinas, 1991, p. 3)

Levinas’s observations are a good place to start, for they suggest that
‘deconstruction’—the (not completely correct; see below) name under
which Derrida’s work has become known—occupies a special place in
the tradition of critical philosophy. One could, of course, argue that /]
Western philosophy is critical philosophy. Socrates was, without doubt,
a critical philosopher. Although Plato was much more a system-builder,
his intentions were clearly critical in that he wanted to make a distinc-
tion between opinion (doxz) and knowledge (episterne). We shouldn’t
forget that Plato’s work was also an attempt to provide a justification
for the superior position of philosophers in the Greek polis, because it
was the philosophers who, through their knowledge of an w/timate re-
ality (the world of Ideas), were in the possession of a criterion so that
krinein—distinction, separation, decision, disputation, judgment—
became possible. But the ‘point’ of philosophy, ever since it inaugu-
rated a specific style of thinking and doing in Western culture, has al-
ways been one of not simply accepting what is the case.
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In the history of Western philosophy this culminated perhaps most
clearly in Kant’s three Critigues, which still stand as 2 major attempt to ar-
ticulate what it could mean for philosophy to be critical. Kant had high
ambitions for philosophy—and for intellectual work more generally—
when he claimed that his age was “the true age of critique, a critique to
which everything must be subjected” (Kant quoted in Rétrgers, 1990,
p. 892). Yet his idea of critique as a tribunal of reason was soon to be chal-
lenged by Hegel and Marx from a perspective in which a much more his-
torical orientation came to the fore. Both traditions, reason and history,
have continued to play a central role in the critical work of twentieth-
century philosophy (e.g., in Popper’s critical rationalism and the critical
theory of the Frankfurt school, respectively).

Where does Derrida/deconstruction fit into this picture? In a general
sense it can be said that deconstruction has a clear critical ‘agenda.” But
deconstruction stands out both with respect to the object of its critique and
with respect to its method.

Deconstruction is first of all special in that its critical work is aimed at the
very possibility of critique itself. Derrida emphasizes that deconstruction is
not a critique “in a general or Kantian sense,” but that “the instance of
krinein or of krisis (decision, choice, judgment, discernment) is itself . . . one
of the essendal ‘themes’ or ‘objects’ of deconstruction” (Derrida, 1991, p.
273). Deconstruction, Derrida writes, “always aims at the trust confided in
the critical, critico-theoretical agency, that is, the deciding agency,” for
which reason he concludes that “deconstruction is deconstruction of criti-
cal dogmatism” (Derrida, 1995, p. 54). This means that the critical ‘agenda’
of deconstruction is first of all aimed at critical philosophy—or philosophy
as critique—itself. Derrida indeed maintains that the central question of his
writing is the question as to “from what site or non-site (non-/ieu) philoso-
phy [can] as such appear to itself as other than itself, so that it can interro-
gate and reflect upon itself in an original manner” (Derrida, 1984, p. 108).

But if deconstruction is aimed at the very possibility of critique and at the
very way(s) in which the philosophical tradition has tried to be critical, then
this immediately has repercussions for the critical activity of deconstruction
itself. A critique-of-critique can, after all, not make use of the critical style
it wants to criticize. If it wants to be an effective critique it has to find a way
to be critical and self-critical at the very same time. It may seem, then, that
what deconstruction wants to achieve is simply impossible because it has no
ground to stand on and no place to begin from. Rather than opening up the
field of critique, it seems that deconstruction implies the end of critique and
hence, as, for example, Jirgen Habermas has argued, the beginning of
conservatism—in this case a ‘new conservatism’ (Habermas, 1987). But this
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is not how Derrida would see it. To acknowledge that there is no safe place
to stand on, that there is no absolute beginning, no simple point of depar-
ture, is not a weakness of deconstruction but rather its strength. Derrida
stresses again and again that what lies at the basis of our decisions and judg-
ments is a radical undecidability which cannot be closed off by our decisions
or judgments, but “continues to inhabit the decision” (Derrida, 1996, p.
87). Derrida acknowledges that this is an aporia—but “we must not hide it
from ourselves” (Derrida, 1992b, p. 41).

I will even venture to say that ethics, politics, and responsibility, if there are
any, will only ever have begun with the experience and experiment of the
aporia. When the path is clear and given, when a certain knowledge opens
up the way in advance, the decision is already made, it might as well be said
that there is none to make; irresponsibly, and in good conscience, one sim-
ply applies or implements a program. (Derrida, 1992b, p. 41)

Before I want to look at this intriguing line of thought in more detail, I
want to emphasize that we shouldn’t confuse deconstruction with other tra-
didons in which it is argued that we can never be absolutely sure about what
we say, claim, or criticize. Isn’t this, one could ask, the message that we got
from antifoundationalists like the pragmatists and neopragmatists? Hasn’t
Karl Popper been saying throughout his career that our knowledge is always
fallible and that we can never know whether we have arrived at ‘the truth’?
Isn’t it, in a sense, simply ‘good philosophy’ to always keep on asking ques-
tions? Let’s say that the answer to these questions has to be both yes and no.
Yes, deconstruction shares its critical spirit with many of these traditions.
But, no, deconstruction is different in that it raises the question how this cri-
tique is itself possible; how, in other words, antifoundationalists, Popperians,
and other critical philosophers are able (or not) to say what they say.!

DECONSTRUCTION AND THE “METAPHYSICS OF PRESENCE’

The theme that runs through Derrida’s writing right from the beginning
is the theme of the origin. Or, to be more precise: the theme of the
thought of the origin, the theme of the philosophy of the origin, the
theme of metaphysics. Derrida argues that the history of Western philoso-
phy can be seen as a continuous attempt to locate a fundamental ground,
a fixed center, an Archimedean point, which serves both as an absolute be-
ginning and as a center from which everything originating from it can be
mastered and controlled (see Derrida, 1978, p. 279). Since Plato this ori-
gin has always been defined of in terms of presence. The origin is thought
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of as fully present to itself and as self-sufficient. Derrida sees the “deter-
mination of Being as presence” as the “matrix” of the history of meta-
physics, which, so he adds, coincides with the history of the West in gen-
eral (see Derrida, 1978, p. 279). “It could be shown,” he argues, “that all
the names related to fundamentals, to principles, or to the center have al-
ways designated an invariable presence” (ibid.) Here we should not only
think of such apparent fundamentals as God or nature. Any attempt to
present something as original, fundamental and self-sufficient is an exam-
ple of the “metaphysics of presence” (Derrida, 1978, p. 281). It includes,
for example, both the idea of consciousness as a self-present origin (an
idea that can be found in Descartes’s cogito), and the idea that everything
is a social construction (where ‘the social’ functions as a self-sufficient
presence).

It is important to notice that the “metaphysics of presence” includes
more than just the determination of the meaning of Being as presence.
The metaphysical gesture of Western philosophy also entails a bierarchi-
cal axiology in which the origin is designated as pure, simple, normal, stan-
dard, self-sufficient, and self-identical, in order then to think in terms of
derivation, complication, deterioration, accident, and so forth.

Derrida wants to put the metaphysical gesture of Western philosophy
into question—and in a moment I will discuss why he wants to do this.
He acknowledges that he is not the first to do so. Nietzsche, Freud, and
Heidegger have all in their own way exposed and criticized the meta-
physical desire of Western thought, the desire for fixed, self-present ori-
gins (see Derrida, 1978, p. 280). But there is a crucial difference between
Nietzsche’s “demolition” or Heidegger’s “destruction” (Destruktion or Ab-
bau) of metaphysics and the work Derrida is engaged in (see Derrida,
1991, pp. 270-71). Nietzsche, Freud, Heidegger, and all the other “de-
structive discourses” wanted to make a total break with the metaphysical
tradition. They wanted to end and to overcome metaphysics. Derrida tells
us, however, that such a rupture is not a real possibility.

"There is no sense in doing without the concepts of metaphysics in order to
shake metaphysics. We . . . can pronounce not a single destructive proposition
which has not already had to slip into the form, the logic, and the implicit pos-
tulations of precisely what it seeks to contest. (Derrida, 1978, p. 280)

While Derrida wants to ‘shake’ metaphysics, he acknowledges that this
cannot be done from some neutral and innocent place ‘outside’ of meta-
physics. He acknowledges that we cannot step outside of the tradition,
since that would leave us without any tools, without even a language to
investigate, criticize, and ‘shake’ metaphysics. What is more to the point,
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therefore, is to say—to put it simply—that Derrida wants to shake meta-
physics by showing that it is itself always already ‘shaking,’ by showing, in
other words, the impossibility of any of its attempts to fix or immobilize
being through the presentation of a self-sufficient, self-identical presence.

It is here that the word ‘deconstruction’ comes into play, but it is im-
portant to see what it is and what it is not. Deconstruction, to put it sim-
ply, is not the activity of revealing the impossibility of metaphysics. It is
not something that Derrida does or other philosophers can do. Derrida
explains that

‘deconstructions,’ which I prefer to say in the plural . . . is one of the possi-
ble names to designate . . . what occurs [ce qui arvive], or cannot manage to
occur {ce qui n’arrive pas 4 arviver], namely a certain dislocation, which in ef-
fect reiterates itself regularly—and wherever there is something rather than
nothing. (Derrida and Ewald, 2001, p. 67)

Deconstruction, therefore, is “not a method and cannot be transformed
into one” (Derrida, 1991, p. 273). What philosophers can do, and what
Derrida has done many times in his writings, is to show, to reveal, perhaps
even to witness metaphysics-in-deconstruction (see Bennington, 2000, p. 11).
But basically all deconstruction is ‘auto-deconstruction’ (see Derrida,
1997, p. 9).

What would metaphysics-in-deconstruction look like? If it has to do
with the fact that any attempt to ‘be metaphysical’ at the very same time
disrupts itself, that, as Bennington (2000, p. 15) puts it, we are always “in
a tension between metaphysics and its undoing,” then we could say that
deconstruction becomes visible in those situations in which what makes
something possible (a condition of possibility) makes it at the same time
impossible (a condition of impossibility)? One example is the relationship
between presence and absence, where Derrida argues that ‘presence’ is
only possible because of what is not present, namely, ‘absence.” Let’s look
at this example and its implications in more detail.

DECONSTRUCTION AND DIFFERENCE

One way in which Derrida hints at the occurrence of metaphysics-in-
deconstruction is with—to be very precise—something that is written
as différance. Derrida develops his ideas about différance in the context
of a discussion of the structuralist theory of signs, meaning, and lan-
guage of Ferdinand de Saussure (see Derrida, 1982, pp. 1-28). Central
to de Saussure’s theory is the rejection of the idea that language is es-



Jacques Derrida: Deconstruction = Justice 147

sentially a naming process, attaching words to things. According to de
Saussure language should be understood as a system or a structure in
which any individual element is only meaningful because it differs from
other elements. In language, he holds, there are only differences. But
these differences are not differences between positive terms, that is be-
tween terms that in and by themselves refer to objects or things outside
of the system and derive their meaning from that. De Saussure argues
that in language there are only differences without positive terms.

A good example of this is a dictionary. If we look up the meaning of a
word in a dictionary we will be referred to other words. We can look up
their meaning but will again only be referred to still other words. Each
word in the dictionary has, so to speak, a semantic place, a position rela-
tive to and different from other words. Going through the dictionary will
bring us from one word to another and so on ad infinitum. What we will
never find is a word that relates to something outside the dictionary which
gives the word its meaning. The difference between the words, then, is
not the effect of their reference. Reference rather should be understood
as a function of difference.

De Saussure’s ideas already bring us one step into the direction of the
‘point’ of deconstruction. Derrida argues that if there are only differences
without positive terms, then this means that the “movement of significa-
tion” is possible only if each element “appearing on the scene of presence,
is relating to something other than itself” (Derrida, 1982, p. 13). What is
called ‘the present’ is therefore constituted “by means of this very relation
to what it is not” (Derrida, 1982, p. 13). This ‘contamination’ is a neces-
sary contamination: for the present to be itself and present itself as self-
sufficient, it needs what is other than itself. This puts the nonpresent in a
double position. On the one hand it is the nonpresent which makes the
presence of what is present possible (which at the same time means that
it makes the presence of what is present impossible). Yet, it can only make
this presence possible by means of its own exclusion. What is excluded
thereby in a sense returns to sign the act of its own exclusion which, as
Bennington (1993, pp. 217-18) observes, immediately “outplays the le-
gality of the decision to exclude” (see also Derrida, 1981, pp. 41-42).

If this is what can become visible when we show metaphysics-in-de-
construction, we can already get an idea of the critical potential of do-
ing so, since at the heart of it we find a concern for what could be called
the “constitutive outside” of what presents itself as self-sufficient. We
can then think of Derrida’s writing as an attempt to dismantle our pre-
conceived understanding of identity as self-sufficient presence, in order
to expose us to the challenge of a hitherto concealed, excluded, and
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suppressed otherness; an otherness which has been ignored in order to
preserve the illusion of identity as self-sufficient presence. Derrida’s
writing aims to reveal that the otherness which is excluded and sup-
pressed in order to maintain the myth of pure and uncontaminated
original presence is actually constitutive of that which presents itself as
such. What the deconstruction of the metaphysics of presence brings
into view is that “identity presupposes alterity” (Derrida, 1984, p. 117).

This already suggests that the point of deconstruction is not negative
or destructive but first and foremost affirmative (see Derrida, 1997, p. 5).
It is an affirmation, so we could say, of what is excluded and forgotten; an
affirmation of what is other (see Gasché, 1994)—or, to be more precise, an
affirmation of the otherness of what is other (see below).

THE DIFFERENCE OF DIFFERANCE

There is, however, a complication which has to do with the question how
deconstruction can bring what is excluded into view. The problem is this: if
itis indeed the case that in language there are only differences without pos-
itive terms, then we have to concede that it is not possible to articulate the
differendal character of language itself by means of a positive term (such as,
e.g., differentiation). Difference without positive terms implies that this ‘di-
mension’ must itself always remain unperceived. Strictly speaking, it is un-
conceptualizable. Derrida indeed concludes that “the play of difference,
which, as Saussure reminded us, is the condition for the possibility and
functioning of every sign, is in itself a silent play” (Derrida, 1982, p. 5).

If, however, we would want to articulate that which doesn’t let itself be
articulated and yet is the condition for the possibility of all articulaton—
which we may want to do in order to prevent metaphysics from reentering
the scene—we must first of all acknowledge that there can never be a word
or a concept to represent this silent play. We must also acknowledge that
this play cannot simply be exposed, for “one can expose only that which at
a certain moment can become present” (Derrida, 1982, p. 5). And we must
finally acknowledge that there is nowhere to begin, “for what is put into
question is precisely the quest for a rightful beginning, an absolute point of
departure” (Derrida, 1982, p. 6). All this, and more, is acknowledged in the
new word or concept “which is neither a word nor a concept” (Derrida,
1982, p. 7) but a “neographism” (Derrida, 1982, p. 13)—of différance. (In
French the difference between ‘différance’ and ‘différance’ is itself inaudi-
ble, which makes it an ideal candidate for indicating the silent play of lan-

guage.)
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The reason why Derrida introduces that “what is written as différance”
(Derrida, 1982, p. 11) is not too difficult to grasp. For although the play of
difference is identified as the condition of possibility of all conceptuality,
we should not make the mistake to think that we have finally found the real
and ultimate origin of conceptuality.’ Because we are talking about the
condition of possibility of all conceptuality, this condition itself cannot be-
long to what it makes possible. It has to come before language. Yet, the only
way in which we can articulate this condition of possibility is in terms of
the system that is made possible by it. We are, therefore, always already
too late to articulate the condition of possibility of all articulation—which
implies that what we identify as the condition of possibility of language is
at the same time its condition of impossibility (see Gasché, 1986, pp.
316-17).

Différance, then, is not a new metaphysics. It is not an attempt to identify
a new, self-sufficient origin. Rather it is an attempt to indicate that when we
want to become metaphysical, we will not find a stable, self-sufficient point
of departure, but we will find ourselves engaged in what might best be de-
scribed as a ‘movement.” After all, any attempt to articulate what makes a
system possible (which has to come ‘before’ the system and hence be ‘out-
side’ of it) already has to operate within the confines of the system made
possible by it (and therefore has to be ‘inside’ at the very same time). It is
for this reason that any attempt to fix conditions of possibility is bound to
fail—or to be more precise: that the system is never totally delimited by its
conditions of possibility since these conditions are always already part of the
system. This is why Caputo calls différance a “quasi-condition of possibility”
which “does not describe fixed boundaries that delimit what can happen
and what not, but points a mute, Buddhist finger at the moon of uncon-
tainable effects” (Caputo, 1997, p. 102).

We can now in a sense say more confidently and with more precision
what we concluded before, namely, that the point of deconstruction is to
open up the system—any system, not only the system(s) of language—in
the name of what cannot be thought of in terms of the system and yet
makes the system possible. This reveals that deconstruction is not simply
an affirmation of what is already known to be excluded by the system. De-
construction is an affirmaton of what is wholly other (tout autre), of what
is unforeseeable from the present. It is, as Derrida puts it, an affirmation
of an otherness that is always to come, as an event which “as event, ex-
ceeds calculation, rules, programs, anticipations” (Derrida, 1992a, p. 27).
In this sense it is not simply an affirmation of who or what is other, but
rather of the otherness of who or what is other. Deconstruction is an
opening and an openness toward an unforeseeable in-coming of the other
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(see Caputo, 1997, p. 42). This is what Derrida calls ‘the impossible’; it is
not what is impossible but what cannot be foreseen as a possible.

TO SUM UP

This, then, is what goes on under the name of ‘deconstruction.” The ‘ob-
ject’ of deconstruction is the metaphysics of presence—and we have seen
that this metaphysics of presence can be present in many different forms
and under many different guises. The ‘point’ of deconstruction is not
simply to do away with the metaphysics of presence, because that is how
we talk and how we live or lives, but rather to open up the metaphysics
of presence, to show that the condition of possibility of metaphysics of
presence is at the very same time its condition of impossibility. The point
of deconstruction, in other words, is to show that presence is only possi-
ble because of its relation to absence and identity is only possible because
of alterity. But Derrida cannot do all this by introducing a new meta-
physics, such as the metaphysics of differentiation, because that would
immediately close off what he wants to open up. The only ‘lesson’ to
learn from deconstruction, so we could say, is that we always should be
vigilant, that we always should be on the lookout for traces of the meta-
physics of presence, for attempts to close off instead of to open up—both
in language and in life, that is, in human institutions and practices. This
is not an easy task. It is hard work which never will come to an end. The
only support Derrida can give is différance—the silent play which can
never be present but should be in its place in order to prevent meta-
physics from entering again. And all this because deconstruction wants
to be affirmative, because it wants to be welcoming to what is other than
what can be conceived.

DECONSTRUCTION = JUSTICE

What looked like quite a gap at the beginning of this chapter may have be-
come a little less of a jump now that we have seen in more detail what de-
construction is about. There are all kind of technical philosophical issues in-
volved in deconstruction, and the problem of articulating a critique of
critique which neither is dogmatic nor self-contradictory proved to be quite
complex. But not only do I hope to have shown that there is some sense in
deconstruction—and 1 venture to say that there is far more sense than what
many of its critics believe. I hope also to have shown that the point of de-
construction is not a technical one, that it is not even only about language,
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but that deconstruction (or showing metaphysics-in-deconstruction) is thor-
oughly motivated by ethical concerns. '

The critique of the metaphysics of presence is, after all, not aimed at
metaphysics as such, but is motivated by the fact that any suggestion of pres-
ence and originality is only possible because that what makes presence pos-
sible is itself made invisible. It is like the situation where the King is highly
visible but where what makes the visibility of the King possible—the work
of many of his subjects—remains impossible. Or it is like the relationship be-
tween ‘upstairs’ and ‘downstairs’ where those who live upstairs can only lead
there life of independence and self-sufficiency because of all the work that is
being done downstairs. The point of deconstruction is not only to give
recognition to all the work that is being done behind the scenes in order to
make the illusion of self-sufficiency upstairs possible. It goes one step further
in that it wants to open up, or at least keep the door open, for that which we
cannot even know to be going on behind the scenes. In this respect we can
say that deconstruction—showing metaphysics-in-deconstruction—is moti-
vated by a wish to do justice to what is excluded and out of sight—or per-
haps we should say to do justice to who is excluded and out of sight.

For Derrida ‘justice’ is not some kind of general principle or a criterion
that we simply have to apply to the situations we are in. For Derrida ‘jus-
tice’ is closely related to our relation to the other. He even goes as far as
to say, quoting Levinas, that justice is our relation to the other (see Der-
rida, 1997, p. 17). This relation cuts right across principles, criteria, and
even laws. Derrida argues that once we relate to the other something ‘in-
calculable’ (see Biesta, 2001a) comes onto the scene, something which
cannot be reduced to concepts, principles, laws, or even histories, but is
always more—or can always be more.

That is what gives deconstruction its movement, that is, constantly to sus-
pect, to criticize the given determination of culture, of institutions, of legal
systems, not in order to destroy them or simply to cancel them, but to be
just with justice, to respect this relation to the other as justice. (Derrida,
1997, p. 18)

Justice then implies that we #/ways have to be willing to think again, think
differently, about the other, to be willing to be taken by surprise, rather
than only trying to know and define who the other is. Here, again, we can
find deconstruction because to know who the other is, means that the
other is no longer completely other, yet if the other is totally other, we
would not be able to recognize her, which suggest that justice has itself a
deconstructive ‘nature’.

Just as we can say that it is justice which gives deconstruction its move-
ment and meaning, we can also say that it is deconstruction which gives
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justice its meaning. Derrida makes a distinction between justice and the
law. Laws are important because they make justice possible. Without laws
there would be chaos, we would have to begin again and again. But laws
are not identical to justice. Laws are historical, social, and can therefore
always be deconstructed. This is good news because it means that they
can be improved. It is this improvement which takes place ‘in the name’
of justice. Justice is therefore not reducible to the law, to a given system
of legal structures. Justice is, as Derrida puts it, to come or, to be more
precise, it is always to come. It can never be present. Or to be more pre-
cise: we should at least keep the possibility open that what looks like jus-
tice or a just situation can always turn out to be not so just. We should
therefore think of justice as something which can never be present, not
even in some kind of utopia if, that is, we would claim that we could know
now what that utopian situation would look like. That is what we can learn
from deconstruction as well. Deconstruction radicalizes the idea of jus-
tice. And just as deconstruction will never stop, so justice will never come
to an end, will never reach its final conclusion. That’s why deconstruction,
the ongoing un-settling, the ongoing opening-up, is justice.

CONCLUSION

There are many more questions to be asked about deconstruction. But
let me, in conclusion, just ask one: Isn’t deconstruction in a sense a lux-
ury? The point is, that one could well argue that there are many urgent
needs in the world and that, with respect to those needs, it is simply
clear what has to be done: to feed the hungry, to clothe the naked, and
so forth. It is only after all that has been done, that we may find time
to look for metaphysics-in-deconstruction. This is also true. But we
should always keep asking ourselves whether it might be the case that
in the very name of justice we are doing injustice. We should, in other
words, always entertain the possibility of the injustice brought about by
good intentions and clear conscience—also in out attempts to be criti-
cal, ethical, and political. This is the critical question which decon-
struction in a sense puts to us. It is up to us to respond.

NOTES

1. Deconstruction differs both from more traditional approaches to critique
and from transcendental critique. I have discussed this in more detail in Biesta
and Stams (2001) and Biesta (2001b).
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2. For a deconstructive reading of human communication, politics, and the
process of education see Vanderstraeten and Biesta (2001); Biesta (2001c).

3. Precisely at this point Derrida goes ‘beyond’ de Saussure in that he rejects
de Saussure’s suggestion that what is most original and makes language and
meaning possible is ‘structure’ (see Derrida, 1976, p. 39). At this point we could
say that Derrida becomes poststructural, although we should be aware that in de-
construction there is never a simple ‘before’ nor a simple ‘after.’
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The Postmodern Condition:
Lyotard’s Futurology

Peter Pericles Trifonas

... we know that it is unwise to put too much faith in futurology.!

—]Jean-Francois Lyotard

Published in 1979, Jean-Francois Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition: A
Report on Knowledge has left an indelible imprint on the humanites, social
sciences, and the “science of research” in general. The epistemological
trajectory of disciplinary fields such as sociology, philosophy, applied
ethics, linguistics, political science, history, “literary studies,” and educa-
tion, to name but a few, was forever altered by the appearance of this text
and the self-proclaimed mission of its writer to reexamine the “condition
of knowledge in the most highly developed societies” (PC, xxiii). As
Fredric Jameson notes in the “Foreword,” The Postmnodern Condition can
be considered a polemic against the Habermasian notion of a “legitimation
crisis” that takes into account the negative “consequences of the new views
of scientific research and its paradigms, opened up by theorists such as
Thomas Kuhn and Paul Feyerabend” (PC, vii). What is unique about Ly-
otard’s rendering of the postmodern is the openness of the critical vision
of the legitimacy of knowledge structures in the postindustrial era that is
presented. Its scope is synoptic and yet not totalizing. Perhaps, because,
Lyotard explains with respect to the authority of his vision in The Post-
modern Condition,

the author of the report is a philosopher, not an expert. The latter knows what
he knows and what he does not know: the former does not. One concludes,
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the other questions—two very different language games. I combine them here
with the result that neither quite succeeds. (PC, xxv)

This revelation of authorial intentions regarding his method of thinking
and writing, including the motivation behind its production, will guide my
reading of the text. I will characterize Lyotard’s philosophical perspective
in The Postrmodern Condition as a type of “futurology”—or a speculative dis-
course of the imagination concerned with engaging the empirical mani-
festations of present knowledges as forms or being or becoming—but also
projecting the shadowy dimensions of their unimaginable ethical effects in
a time-yet-to-come.

A litdde more than twenty years after the appearance of The Postrnodern
Condition, we are coursing through the vicissitudes of a new millennium
where epistemological certainty is no longer taken for granted, and yet,
we must still have some empirical and conceptual foundations upon which
to build knowledge. These knowledge structures of science as “moments
of learning” are the minimal parameters of what we know that legitimize
knowledge as research. Their institution within the material expression
and social trappings of consciousness signals the public degree of their ac-
ceptance and forms the relative foundations of what we think we know at a
basic level of understanding and representation. Fundamental knowledge
is not complete in itself. Rather, articulated within its incompleteness is
an ethical obligation, a right and a responsibility, to question the fruits of
research and its intellectual and physical labor. Science demands horizons
of open accountability to an other unforeseeable limit whose boundaries
are never ending, never in sight. It is therefore not so surprising that the
pursuit of research as the status bearer of knowledge is the main topic of
The Postmodern Condition. But, as I have explained above, Lyotard opens
up the text of his report to the question of the future in order to put its
validity to the test. And it is only fair that we read it within this light, now,
when much of what is discussed in the text has come to pass, thus affect-
ing both the status of science and the course of learning. It is in this mo-
ment of questioning and epistemological doubt—arising out of the tran-
sitions from past to present knowledges—that I wish to begin to engage
The Postmodern Condition. Specifically, to analyze how Lyotard’s report in-
vokes a call to a heightened sense of academic responsibility within the
practices of scientific inquiry. The Postmodern Condition will be read as a
philosophical meditation that looks toward a future yez-zo-corze and settles
around the problem of what it means to know through the research act in
relation to the epistemological field of technology, the crisis of legitima-
tion after modernism, and the rule of language games.
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KNOWLEDGE AND TECHNO-EPISTEMOLOGY

Postindustrial society exhibits signs of postmodern culture, Lyotard ex-
plains. Not only because the reality of a temporal disjunction engenders
liminal perspectives on knowedge but because the nature of episteme be-
comes redefined in accordance with the “problems of translation” (PC, 3)
between repositories of knowledge and their technologies of archiving. A
question we must ask is: Can truth be reduced to an archive? Is it possi-
ble? Yes. Knowledge is nothing if it is not grounded upon the possibility
of a permanent record of physical data that can then be used to establish
“laws of science” as the demonstrable evidence of the self-certainty of the
truth of research. Culture depends upon the feasibility of referring to rel-
ative archives of meaning to endow expressions of understanding with the
evidence of empirical value and predictive power. The failings of con-
scious memory require the continuing, demonstrable proof of a past and
a future to secure the possibility of a genealogical rendering of human ex-
perience.

Language intervenes nevertheless to question the validity of laws as
denotative statements based on the power of the archive to stabilize the
ground of meaning-making. The signs of knowledge thus exteriorized
are transformed into the more general category of “information”—its
“use-value” not withstanding the effects of representation that mediate
for the limitations of human understanding by giving way to the in-
strumentality of technological reason. Lyotard states that “Scientific
knowledge is a kind of discourse” (PC, 3). A postmodern proclamation.
Knowledge is not a technology in itself. The a posteriori of practice is
lacking. Knowledge as discourse need not be instrumental. Commands
can be disobeyed and disavowed, consciously or unconsciously. We
must consider the significance of Lyotard’s statement regarding scien-
tific knowledge with respect to language and technology—the two
sides of a postmodern techno-epistemological understanding of real-
world phenomena through information and communications media
(e.g., the computer).

Postmodern epistemological doubt settles in between the apparatus used
for the technical manipulation of information and its archival containment
of data as signs of understanding. The need for a techno-epistemology—or
a view of knowledge that takes into account the influences of technological
mediation upon the sources of its production and perception—arises out of
the lack of faith in the truth of science. Representation deforms, denatures,
and supplements the originary eidetic structures of conceptual formations.
"Technology redeems a postmodern epistemological doubt by quelling it in
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the practice of facilitating pragmatic ends through the supplementation of
human weakness. Despite ineptitude, Lyotard isolates the origins of tech-
nology in prosthetics, or devices which are “aids for the human organs or
as physiological systems whose function it is to receive data or condition the
context” (PC, 44). Such a post-Darwinian supplementation of nature read-
ily follows the “principle of optimal performance” (PC, 44), whereby God-
given deficiencies are minimized and one purposeful action “expends less
energy than another” (PC, 44). Technology presupposes the need for the
proof of the efficacy of research “as the pragmatics of scientific knowledge
replaces traditional knowledge or knowledge based on revelation” (PC, 44).
The concreteness of its manifest structures and operations objectify the
unijon of thought and action. Instrumental reason is born when the root of
technology becomes competence rather than invention or poiesis, utility
rather than creatvity or art. Lyotard refers to the fact that after the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, but especially during the industrial revo-
lation, the quest for “technical apparatus require[d] an investment” (PC, 45)
of capital and energy predicated on the promise of optimizing efficiency for
greater productivity, which in turn gave it a “surplus-value derived from this
improved performance” (PC, 45).

The economizing of reason as “instrumental,” of course, has commer-
cial implications for the production of knowledge by promoting the logic
of end-oriented research. The point is to add to the cultural archive of in-
formation for social profit. A lack of ecological and intellectual altruism
directs the reason of technology toward capital incentives rather than ed-
ucational imperatives, putting it to use for the benefit of private interests
that guide the progress of science and the production of knowledge re-
gardless of the public good. We do not need to give examples; we live
them and know them. However, Lyotard does:

Capitalism solves the scientific problem of research funding in its own
way: directly financing research departments in private companies, in
which the demands for performativity and recommercialization orient re-
search first and foremost toward technological “applications”; and directly
by creating private, state, and or mixed-sector research foundations that
grant program subsidies to university departments, research laboratories,
and independent research groups with no expectation of an immediate re-
turn on the results of the work—this is done on the theory that research
must be financed at a loss for certain length of time in order to increase
the probability of its yielding a decisive, and therefore highly profitable,

innovation.

The dubious talent of homo faber as researcher is revealed in how the raw
materiality of the human world can be used as “standing-reserve” (Be-
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stand) for material production. That is, a resource always present-at-hand
(Vorbandenbeit) and ready to be used for the artificiality of a ready-made
“techno-ecology,” whereby nature is brought to a standstll by the en-
framing (Gestell) of a prefabricated world picture (Welthild). For Heideg-
ger, like Lyotard, techno-science contributes to a postmodern spirit of
pessimism caused by feelings of alienation and homelessness (Unberm-
lichkeit).?

Technology and capital can coexist; and they do, one supporting the
other and vice versa through collaborations and parterships. However,
the epistemological legitimacy of knowledge suffers when the ethics of re-
search are compromised for a “learning circulating along the same lines
as money” (PC, 6). And research becomes tied to funding and science to
capital for specific outcomes related to application. The economic terms
of the exchange then result in what Lyotard calls “payment knowledge”
and “investment knowledge” (PC, 6), whose first priority is not ideologi-
cal or “communicational transparency” (PC, 6). The philosophical and
ethical disinterestedness of “higher learning” that Kant champions be-
comes redundant relative to the economic viability of sustaining publicly
supported educational institutions.> A new academic responsibility to-
ward the production of applied knowledge is thus consecrated in the con-
text of the university’s total subjugation to the technologies of informati-
zation or data creation. A cross-contamination occurs between the
“instrumental” and the “poietic” aims of research, where and when the
specificity of the goals or purposes of knowledge is blurred by economic
interests. The university cannot but become the site of modern
TECHNO-SCIENCE, Lyotard tells us, although not without a cost to
basic research. The amenability of reason to technology is the character-
izing feature of the institutional evolution of knowledge from “philoso-
phy” to “science,” from theory to practice, and the necessity for the em-
pirical justification of knowledge. The epistemological trailblazing of the
early Greeks (not the pre-Socratics) stimulates the onto-genesis of mod-
ern TECHNO-science without which there would be no contemporary
university. The application of reason as the structure and end of research
is not, nor could it ever be, outside the scope of a critical questioning of
the grounding of the foundation of the institutional frameworking of
knowledge. For Lyotard, the metaphysical assumptions behind the at-
tempts made at an objective setting of the values of truth are reductive,
autarchical, and protective of the practical modality of a teleological
thinking. Reason and the use of technologies of Reason in the process of
research cannot be legitimated without interest—without the power of a
subjective ground of logic—an ideologically grounded grounding that
withdraws, refracts, is concealed by the self-sustaining logic of a closed
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system exemplified by the University and its epistemological hierarchy of
disciplines. In this articulation is reflected the arbitrary structure of social
interests actualized via the institutional hierarchy of the disciplines as the
practice of knowledge generation gets worked out through the “crossing-
over” of science from theoria to praxis. Normative criteria come to gov-
ern the optimal performance of “ideas in action” for the purpose of sub-
ordinating the quality of information to the augmenting effects of
technological performativity. Lyotard calls this accretion of the power
of truth—its principle of reinforcing reality through a supplementation of
the deficiencies of reality—*“the best possible input/output equation” (PC,
46). This techno-epistemological cultivation of efficient representations
of phenomena both prefigures and supports the existence of metanarra-
tives of academic responsibility that appeal to narrowly defined ethical
standards of research for the purpose of authenticating and legitimating
the means used for the production of practical knowledge. Technology
propels the work of science toward the facilitation of an instrumental ra-
tionality outside the scope and interests of intellectual inquiry iz and of it-
self. According to Lyotard, the “rising complexity” of proof becomes the
goal for the axiomatic demonstration of truth. Techno-epistemological
claims to knowledge require the mysticism of an “other” language of sci-
ence reconcilable only to the binary logic of its own expression of decid-
ability. The limits of truth are programmatic and incommensurable to the
presence of otherness within the interpretative frameworking of a system
that constructs meaning according to the “principle of a universal meta-
language” (PC, 43). Techno-epistemology facilitates the proof of science
by modeling the laws of reality as a simulation of real phenomena. It pro-
duces a simulacrum of experience faithful to the conceptual structures of
experience. Reality is heightened by the virtual expression of empirical
knowledge. Technology, it can be said, is more than just to the principle
of verification required for the legitimacy of research. Scientific proof has
power through the performativity of “good verdicts” (PC, 47) that con-
cretely represent the meaning of experience. Technology “reinforces” sci-
ence, Lyotard maintains, because “one’s chances of being just and right
[about a knowledge of reality] increase accordingly” (PC, 47) through ef-
ficient research applications. There is another side to it nevertheless.
Technology cannot bridge the difference between reality and experi-
ence because it is predicated on principles of practice governing the con-
sistent production of instrumental reason that mimics verisimilitude. And
yet, technology also functions as a difference engine, creating “a plurality
of formal and axiomatic systems capable of arguing the truth of denota-
tive statements (PC, 43), but unable to show how empirical proofs support
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the logic of conclusions. Techno-epistemology illustrates the postmodern
paradox of science as applied research when the status of reality is ques-
tioned and academic responsibility is at stake. For Lyotard, “proof is
problematical since proof needs to be proven” (PC, 44). Technology does
not compute (for) interpretative alterity, and so, unwittingly augments the
unlikely probability of its commensurability or the conceptual reduction
of difference via a paradigmatic rendering of the full presence of the other
within the possibility of a mechanized reproduction of the same. Ironi-
cally, the result of techno-epistemology is a crisis of legitimation in the
postmodern age of science. The rapid proliferation of paradoxical theo-
rems and conflicting findings undermine the power of the grand master
narratives to persuade research communities to reach a consensus of
meaning. The principles of techno-epistemology create a performativity
of simulations that offer a substitute for empirical proof. For the purposes
of legitimation, the outcomes of applied research practices come to de-
termine the effectivity of scientific inquiry. Technology, however, exacer-
bates the postmodern condidon of incommensurability between the
metanarratives of science because it “cannot fail to influence the truth cri-
terion” (PC, 46). The paradoxes of techno-epistemology are produced by
the proliferation of competing interpretations that threaten the credibil-
ity and legitimacy of claims to knowledge. Science surrenders to paralogy:
the game of language played from within the axiological framework of a
system of meaning-making to undermine the self-certain truth of re-
search.

LEGITIMATION CRISIS AND LANGUAGE GAMES

It is not difficult to ascertain why Lyotard cautions against adopting the
principles of techno-epistemology without reservation. He believes that
the instrumental aims of corporate and government funding of research
for the purpose of orienting the efficiency of scientific performativity
“subordinate the institutions of higher learning to the existing powers”
(PC, 50). The pursuit of a techno-epistemological justification of knowl-
edge is not necessarily a “bad” thing. That is, if it is just one more avail-
able method of testing, among others, to query the validity of scientific
protocol. The desire to implement a system of research based on the logic
of performativity is, however, misguided. An “imperative of performance”
placed upon the “task of science” to generate usable information supports
the “‘organic’ connection between technology and profit” (PC, 45). This
is true. Although to be fair, the application of knowledge can be ethical
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whether it is originally directed or not. Free will is involved. And Lyotard
does leave room for the power of the imagination and aesthetic inspira-
tion to shape scientific discovery as an intangible influence upon the lim-
itations of instrumental reason. But if the point of research is to improve
the performance of the social system through a techno-epistemological
rendering of science, then what can learning be tied to other than the cre-
ation of “skills that are indispensable to that system”? (PC, 48).

Here again in Lyotard’s postmodern futurology are echoes of our con-
temporary dilemma, especially in the higher echelons of the education
machine. Now more than ever, the surplus-value of knowledge is
molded though the use-value of technology because global competition
requires the citizen to be capable of supporting the economic mission of
the nation-state on an international scale. On the one hand, Lyotard
predicts that there will therefore be a “growth in demand for experts and
high and middle management executives” (PC, 48) in “any discipline
with applicability to training in ‘telematics’ (computer scientists, cyber-
neticists, linguists, mathematicians, logicians. . .)” (PC, 48). We most
certainly have seen this to be the case with the explosion of the World
Wide Web and the Internet and the rapid rise of a new global economy
of virtual proportions. The architecture of technology itself is not the
obstacle to intellectual and economic self-actualization now as much as
accessibility to it is. On the other hand, Lyotard sees the deligitimization
of liberal education and a discrediting of its “emancipation narrative”
(PC, 48) that has informed the disciplinary construction of knowledge
within institutions of higher learning since the beginnings of the mod-
ern university in Prussia under the guidance of Wilhelm von Humboldt.
The need to create citizen subjects “with the skills [to fulfill] society’s
own needs” (PC, 48) diminishes the necessity for dabbling in philosoph-
ical ideals, so there are only

so many doctors, so many teachers in a given discipline, so many engineers, so
many administrators, etc. The transmission of knowledge is no longer de-
signed to train an elite capable of guiding the nation toward its emancipation,
but to supply the system with with players capable of acceptably fufilling their
roles at the pragmatic posts required by its institutions. (PC, 48)

Learning in the postindustrial age promotes the development of skills, for
competence and productivity, not the value of speculation, for invention
and discovery. No interest is taken in science for its own sake. The prin-
ciples of “liberal humanism” no longer ground the model of an emanci-
patory education through which autonomous self-actualization is attain-
able. Occupational horizons and careerism do. Consequently, the
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professionalization of work is informed by the ethical imperative of gath-
ering the situational knowledge needed to perform and excel at a job skill
as opposed to engaging in the speculative production of knowledge for
general inquiry. Functionalism overtakes learning. But this could not
happen without the delegitimation of philosophy and science in light of
the distinction between theory and practice that collapses under the
weight of an interdisciplinary questioning the universal premises of truth.
Postmodernism can be held accountable here, if it is as Lyotard states, “an
incredulity toward metanarratives” (PC, xxiv) or legitimating stories that
seek to explain the meaning of experience. To quell epistemological doubt
and control the transmission of established knowledges, didactics takes
over learning after the ground of certainty has disappeared under it.*
Method supercedes for the reproduction of a cultural archive and its par-
adigmatic and self-conscious teachings. The result after postmodernism
is that philosophy and science are no more capable of extrapolating truth
than any other disciplines, since the decline of the grand narrative,
“whether it is a speculative narrative or a narrative of emancipation” (PC,
37), reduces knowledge to a method of language games.

It is crucial to recognize the semantic elision that Lyotard makes—but
does not specifically state—between the archiving of knowledge and the
constitutive means and methods of doing so, that deligitimize grand nar-
ratives and create a crisis of meaning. The paradigmatic shift from dis-
course to technology changes the social and epistemological definitions of
research and truth. Not to mention the cognitive and affective precondi-
tions of teaching and learning. The speculative dimension of reason
comes into question after the instrumental push of technology to recode
human experience according to its own nature is made. And yet, teaching
and learning requires creativity and imagination. It is moved forward by
epistemological curiosity—the quest for infinite human progress—and
not the inculcation of procedural outcomes that render subjectivity as the
products of coded instructions performed via electronic commands. Ly-
otard is enamoured neither by the prospects of a “cyborg subjectivity”—
and the potential it foresees for a new information society of techno-
automatons—nor by the vision of a learning culture that prioritizes the
ethical value of the digital enterprising of knowledge. He details how re-
search in such a techno-epistemological milieu will begin to be legiti-
mated according to the power of information as a commodity to be used
by nation-states “in the world wide competition for power” (PC, 5). Ly-
otard’s predictions about the future of knowledge in an economic global-
ization here are uncanny—*“the breakdown of the hegemony of American
capitalism, the decline of the socialist alternative, a probable opening of
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the Chinese market” (PC, 6). Furthermore, he envisions the influence of
the digital age on higher education. He anticipates the miniaturization of
technology and the increase in computing power through which “learning
is translated into quantties of information” (PC, 4). These “bytes of
knowledge”—channeled by finite systems of translation with discreet pro-
grammable languages—will produce highly directed areas of inquiry.
Consequently, the legitimacy of research is determined in accordance with
its potential viability to serve “industrial and commercial strategies on the
one hand, and the political and military strategies on the other” (PC, 5).
The field of scientific inquiry narrows drastically when it is tied to the cir-
culation of capital. Basic or fundamental research becomes shaped in rela-
tion to the interests of multinational corporations and nation-states vying
for control of information.

In a postindustrial, postmodern age, where knowledge is reinterpreted
as information—and its value is determined by the capacity to incite prof-
itable exchanges between social actors—Lyotard explains how learning is
also commodified in the public sphere. Education no longer becomes the
sole “purview of the State” (PC, 5), but is determined through the socio-
economic and ideologico-political forces that structure and mercantilize
knowledge. An information society and its “new economy” is predicated
to grow through the open exchange of information on a global scale. Ly-
otard was perhaps the first modern philosopher after Martin Heidegger
to predict the future impact of technology on knowledge without refer-
ring to more recent inventions such as the World Wide Web and the In-
ternet. The need for the flow of information supercedes and overrides the
necessity to censor the quality of the information made available. A/ in-
formation is created equal. That is the motto of the new information age
and its pseudo-intellectual economy. Lyotard outlines the implications of
what this contemporary perspective proselytizes. The hidden significance
of information is posed as a future problem of equitable access to data:
“who will know?” (PC, 6). Ideology is now joined to the question of the
status of knowledge. Another more personal question arises: “Why
should I know?” Quite simply, because the telematic system of communi-
cation and its open exchanging of messages that techno-epistemology has
effectualized now obliges a citizenry to be responsible for the dissemina-
tion and growth of information. And of course, the obligation extends to
the direction of the language games of science that are played in the pub-
lic sphere. Ignorance of technology no longer constitutes an excuse when
the stakes for a way of life and living are high.

Language is the foundation of technology and of science. Narrative
constitutes the source of subjectivity. Postmodern doubt complicates the
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self-certainty of identity from which the empirical value of science as a
discourse of truthful knowledge is constructed vis-a-vis the Greek logos.
Lyotard appropriates the Wittgensteinian concept of “language games”—
the rules of expression governing the constative and performative in-
stances of utterance within the filed of communication—to articulate the
paradoxical essence of knowledge under the influence of a postindustrial
techno-epistemology. Narraton is antagonistic to “hard science” because
it exposes data to an interpretative modality of analysis that in effect can-
not be controlled. For Lyotard. narrative creates an agonistics, whereby a
community of truth is transformed into a community of dissensus
through paralogy, or the proliferation of paradoxical discourses that con-
tradict meaning though the games played with the rules of science via
language. At least, this is Lyotard’s hypothesis. The problem with lan-
guage games—and all “games theory” in general—is the supposition that
each “move” both incites and merits a “countermove” to offset the struc-
ture of the system, to keep it in balance. The binary madality of the logic
is totalizing as well as simplistic: if there are no rules, there is no game; if
there is a move, it requires a response. This is not necessarily the case.
Sometimes a game only has one player who knows the game is being
played. Technology renders the use-value of knowledge incalculable as
new information is produced, publicly archived, and made accessible at a
faster rate than ever before in history. Interpretability is open. Informa-
tion can be recoded into existing systems of knowledge and can be used
to build new structures and frameworks of understanding. Language en-
ables the constant changing of rules that characterize the validity of a de-
notative or prescriptive statement referring to a state of knowledge or
knowing. So it is essential for those in the private and public domains who
may well benefit from it the most to attempt to stimulate the circulation
of messages that are “rich in information and easy to decode” (PC, 5).
Technology allows a future manipulation of research to occur with sub-
tlety under the capitalistic guise of sustaining democracy.

THE FUTURE? AFTER POSTMODERNISM

Expanding the question of the status of knowledge to include a general-
ized overview of postindustrial, postmodern learning environments brings
to light how the location and the nature of learning are being integrated
with the practices of everyday life. Lyotard does not address the conse-
quences of intellectual engagement as a cultural practice. He prefers to
concentrate on the use-value of knowledge in relation to its performative
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commodification through technology. The “computerization of society”
(PC, 7) instantiates a “legitimation crisis” according to Lyotard, although
not in the Habermasian sense of a community reacting to iconoclastic at-
titudes that question the validity of scientific truths.® Rather, in The Post-
modern Condition Lyotard presents the hypothesis of a digitally driven in-
formation society to expose the relation of knowledge to power and the
ideological underpinnings of claims to reason. He looks to narrative to
flesh out the implications of the vision. The linguistic turn is expected. It
is not original as much as a nod to the poststructural constitution of post-
modernity as a critique of the principle of reason that governs the philo-
sophical genealogy of the Western epistemological tradition and its privi-
leging of a naive concept of representation.® What distinguishes Lyotard’s
vision of a computerized information society is his recognition of the
ethico-political dimension of knowledge that a technological rendering of
science and research diminishes. The archiving of information is not be-
nign but subject to the governance of the means of representation by ex-
ternal forces, mechanical and ideological, though ultimately grounded in
the logic of cultural practices. The translatability of messages and other
sensory data (visual, auditory, haptic) permeating the public sphere re-
mains greatly under the power of controlling forces who shape their form
according to the reason of exposition. But given that the field of interpre-
tation may be open to aberrant codings and responses, the power of in-
formation is undecidable. Intentionality is factored into representation,
but cannot control it. Signs are not autogenic. Responsibility is involved
in representation. For Lyotard the desire for technological determinism
characterizes the reason of “the most highly developed societies” (PC, 7).
Cybernetics becomes the terrain for the struggle over knowledge that
manifests itself according to the Occidental passion for decidability and
appropriation. Justice is not an issue when nature is fixed as experience. A
community of science grows from a commensurability of perspectives
wherein truth is qualified by the adherence to traditions of inquiry. Cer-
tain discourses are accepted while others are not. Censorship comes by
way of a paradigmatic modality of knowledge and the masternarratives
generated to support the ideology of the system of representation. A ques-
tion arises: What of Lyotard’s hypothesis? Is it not also a metanarrative?
An overriding explanation responsible only to and commensurable with
the reason of itself and for itself? We must answer in the affirmative to all
of the above. Lyotard foresees the complaint and cautions against the
“strong credibility” (PC, 7) of the totalizing vision he has presented as
a hypothesis of “the real”—its reason posed as a condition of possibility, a
“what if.” He also extends the challenge of understanding the implicaton



The Postmodern Condition: Lyotard’s Futurology 167

of this “what if” toward the conditions of impossibility which the hypoth-
esis does not inhere in relation to knowledge and science. The fact that
not all knowledge is scientific knowledge is crucial to the argument put
forward about the challenge of defining postmodernity within culture and
sets the stage for the method of language games Lyotard is willing to pro-
mote and to play in the name of excavating the truth of reason.

At the end of the main text of The Postmodern Condition Lyotard makes one
observation that is worth noting about the ethics of techno-epistemology
and the democratic status of science in the information age after postmod-
ernism. We will leave the last words to him:

The line to follow for computerization . . . is, in principle, quite simple:
give the public free access to the memory and data banks. Language games
would then be games of perfect information at any given moment. But they
would also be non-zero-sum games, and by the virtue of that fact discus-
sion would never risk fixating in a position of minimax equilibrium because
it had exhausted its stakes. For the stakes would be knowledge (or infor-
mation, if you will), and the reserve of knowledge—language’s reserve of
possible utterances—is inexhaustible. (PC, 67)
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Of Being-Two

Pheng Cheah

The decade or so spanning the later 1970s to the mid-1980s witnessed
the growing importance of “sexual difference” in Anglo-American aca-
demic discourse in the humanities and the “soft” social sciences. Both as
an interpretive principle in textual criticism and literary theory and as a
critical framework for the analysis of social and political structures and
cultural formations, sexual difference provided a fertle conceptual
ground from which the disinterested universalism claimed by patriarchal
and phallocentric knowledges could be put into question. However, in the
past decade, the primacy of sexual difference as a critical principle has it-
self been called into question for eliding other collective forms of differ-
ence such as race, class, and sexuality.

In a sense, this fracturing or fissuring of the conceptual ground of fem-
inist theory can be seen as a logical outcome of the concept of “differ-
ence” itself, which endlessly proliferates into a multiplicity of sometimes
conflictual forms. Nevertheless, it is important to stress that the fissuring
of “sexual difference” within academic discourse also reflects and ex-
presses (albeit a little belatedly) broader sociological and political events:
the rise in the 1970s of what sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein has de-
scribed as new antisystemic movements or “new social movements.”

By the 1970s one began to speak in the plural of the “new social movements.”
The shift from the grammatical singular to the plural provides a crucial clue to
the nature of the process. For the “movement,” if it was ever organizationally
singular, soon became multiple, if not necessarily fracionated. That is to say,
there emerged a whole series of movements, each organized around a specific
theme or focus—movements of “ethnic minorities” or “immigrants,” womens’
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movements, ecology movements, antiwar movements, gay and lesbian move-
ments, movements of the handicapped and of the aged (or pensioners). . .. The
key theme of the new movements in the West was the forgotten people—the
ethnic underclasses, the women, the gays, the aged, et cetera.!

Due caution should, of course, be exercised concerning the many me-
diations between theory and practice. Nevertheless, this connection be-
tween the fissuring of sexual difference in academic theoretical critique
and the pluralized nature of the new social movements that emerged in
the 1970s necessarily raises the question of whether the contemporary
political world has become too complex for sexual difference to serve as a
primary critical-analytical and practical principle. Put another way, does
sexual difference have a continuing pertinence as an effective mechanism
and/or ideal horizon for ethical and political transformation? What polit-
ical future(s), if any, does sexual difference have?

These questions about the political future of sexual difference are in-
dissociable from the writings of Luce Irigaray, who is arguably one of the
most intriguing and original of the present generation of European
philosophers. The initial posing of the question of sexual difference in the
Anglo-American academy coincided with, and was given added impetus
by, the translation of Irigaray’s early works into English as part of the cor-
pus of writings that became known as “French feminism.”? Irigaray has
continued to insist on the fundamental nature, and, indeed, the infra-
structural status of sexual difference to human existence as a whole. In An
Ethics of Sexual Difference, originally published in 1984, Irigaray suggests
that sexual difference is the fundamental ethical question of the contem-
porary era:

Sexual difference is one of the major philosophical issues, if not the issue, of
our age. According to Heidegger, each age has one issue to think through,
and one only. Sexual difference is probably the issue in our time which could
be our “salvation” if we thought it through. But, whether I turn to philoso-
phy, to science, or to religion, I find this underlying issue still cries out in
vain for our attention.?

In subsequent, more politically oriented texts, Irigaray has not only reaf-
firmed this initial suggestion. She has made the even more controversial
claim that other forms of difference are secondary to sexual difference. In
I Love to You: Sketch of a Possible Felicity in History, Irigaray argues that

Without doubt, the most appropriate content for the universal is sexual dif-
ference. . . . Sexual difference is an immediate natural given and it is a real
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and irreducible component of the universal. The whole of human kind is
composed of women and men and of nothing else. The problem of race is, in
fact, a secondary problem—except from a geographical point of view—. . . .
and the same goes for other cultural diversities—religious, economic, and
political ones.

Sexual difference probably represents the most universal question we can
address. Our era is faced with the task of dealing with this issue, because,
across the whole world, there are, there are only, men and women.*

It may be the case that Irigaray is guilty of reducing all modes of alter-
ity to the model of the heterosexual couple. Alternatively, her conception
of sexual difference may also be more enigmatic and complex than re-
ceived understandings of sexual difference. This much at the very least is
suggested by her comment that the recognition of the alterity of the other
across sexual difference can offer a concrete model and a substantive prac-
tical logic for respecting all other forms of alterity.

Carrying out this revolution, which goes from affirming the self as other to
recognizing man as other, is a gesture which will then permit all the various
forms of alterity to be respected without authority or hierarchy, whether one
is dealing with race, age, culture, religion etc.

Substituting the rwo for the one in sexual difference corresponds, then, to
a decisive philosophical and political gesture, one which renounces being one
or many [Uétre un ou pluriel] in favour of being-two [Vétre denx] as the neces-
sary foundation of a new ontology, a new ethics, and a new politics in which
the other is recognized as other and not as the same: greater, smaller, at best
equal to me.}

In any event, Irigaray’s provocative theoretical suggestions and exhorta-
tions should be thoroughly engaged with and openly debated instead of
being dismissed because she has developed a series of concrete proposals
and principles about current affairs and the civic structuring of everyday
life that need to be seriously addressed. She has insisted again and again
that the questions she has raised about the deepest and most pervasive un-
derlying structures of patriarchal and phallocentric containment of
women and femininity are not simply issues directed to the constrained
field of philosophy or contained within the academy. They concern the
basis of the most insistent issues occupying both the lives of individuals
and the public and institutional life of nations. She is probably the only
living feminist philosopher today who has articulated an elaborate pro-
gram for concrete sociocultural, legal, and political transformation, “a po-

litical ethics that refuses to sacrifice desire for death, power, or money”
(ILTY, 33).
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Unfortunately, Irigaray’s contributions to political theory have largely
been overlooked. This is partly the result of the disciplinary division of la-
bor in contemporary knowledge production. The curious formation “the-
ory,” where Irigaray is mostly read, is a subfield within the humanities and
the soft social sciences. Political science, or government, one of the “hard”
social sciences, is either conservative in its theoretical orientations, which
are mainly liberal and positivist, or largely atheoretical. But the relative
obscurity of Irigaray’s later and explicitly political writings is also sympto-
matic of the way she has been received theoretically. Generally speaking,
Irigaray’s work seems to have suffered a curious atrophy in its translation
across the Atlantic.® Most commentators regard her as primarily a thinker
of subjectivity, identity, sexuality, and desire, and rarely consider her as a
political theorist or an analyst of social and cultural life. Thus, even the
most sympathetic readers have tended to extract the social and political
implications of her work from her earlier and primarily psychoanalytic
texts, which are then taken as so emblematic of her work that her later
writings are rarely read, let alone discussed. Consequently, Speculum of the
Other Woman and This Sex Which Is Not One have effectively functioned as
synecdoches of her entire oeuvre. These are clearly important feminist
texts, but they do not represent the entirety of her work, which has devel-
oped, refined itself, and undergone many inflections, reorientations, and
differences of emphases since her earliest publications nearly twenty-five
years ago. This, of course, is hardly surprising: it marks the history and
maturation, the development and elaboration of the political and intellec-
tual work of a lifetime. Although her more recent writings have attracted
a little attention, their implications for various disciplines and knowl-
edges—philosophy, feminist theory, queer theory, but also economics,
politics, geography, and urban and regional studies—have yet to be
worked through or even seriously considered.

What then is Irigaray’s understanding of sexual difference; its political
stakes and its future? It is widely accepted that Irigaray’s critique of phal-
logocentrism involves an exposure of the violent logic of the one, a Pla-
tonic monologic that reduces the other to a pale copy or deficient version
of the same. It is correctly noted that Irigaray regards this logic of same-
ness as the theoretical underpinning of a variety of historical patriarchal
social and cultural structures as well as phallocentric discourses on femi-
ninity and feminine sexuality, including the monosexual discourse of psy-
choanalysis. However, on the basis of a certain reading of her work in the
1970s (such as “When Our Lips Speak Together”), Irigaray is then char-
acterized as a champion of multiplicity, which is enacted in/as écriture fem-
inine or parler-femme. It will therefore be somewhat of a surprise to many
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of her readers that Irigaray regards muldplicity as complicit with the logic
of the one because in her view the multiple is the one in its self-willed dis-
persal into unrelated atomistic singularities, many others of the same.
The alternative model she offers is the paradigm of the two, a mode of
original relationality or being-with-the-other in which the otherness of
the other is respected. In her own words,

Even in the reversal which the privilege of the many over the one represents,
a contemporary reversal in the name, amongst other things, of democracy,
even in the privileging of the other over the subject, that of the thou with re-
spect to the [ (I am thinking . . . of a part of Lévinas’s work . . . ), we remain
subjected to a blind model of the one and the many, of the one and the same,
a model on which a singular subject imposes one sense rather than an other.
Similarly, granting precedence to concrete singularity over ideal singularity
is inadequate in challenging the authority of a universal valid for all men and
all women. In reality, no concrete singularity can designate an ideal valid for
all men and all women, and to ensure the coexistence of subjects, particu-
larly on the civil level, 2 minimum of universality is necessary.

If we are to get away from the omnipotent model of the one and the many,
we have to move on to the fwo, a two which is not two times one itself, not
even a bigger or a smaller one, but which would be made up of rwo which
are really different.[ . . . ]

My first theoretical gesture was thus to free the two from the one, the two
from the many, the other from the same, and to do this in a horizontal way
by suspending the authority of the One: of man, of the father, of the leader,
of the one god, of the unique truth, etc. It was a question of releasing the
other from the same, of refusing to be reduced to the other of the same, to
an other (male) or an other (female) of the one, not becoming him, or like
him, but by constituting myself as an autonomous and different subject.

Obviously this gesture challenges our entire theoretical and practical tra-
dition, and particularly Platonism, but without such a gesture we cannot
speak of women’s liberation, nor of ethical behaviour with regard to the
other, nor of democracy. (QO, 128-30)

For Irigaray, the ethicophilosophical importance of sexual difference lies
in the fact that it is the only concrete or sensuous example of being-two
available to us that is inscribed with the capacity for ethical universality. As
she explains, “the paradigm of this two is to be found in sexual difference.
Why here? Because it implies two subjects who should not be situated in ei-
ther a hierarchical or a genealogical relatdonship, and that these two subjects
have the duty of preserving the human species and of developing its culture,
while respecting their differences” (QO, 129). To grasp why sexual differ-
ence can be an efficient motor for radical sociocultural, legal, and political
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transformation, we need to first understand the historical narrative that Iri-
garay plots.

According to Irigaray, the violent logic of the one that leads to the es-
tablishment of patriarchy and the repression of sexual difference is his-
torically coextensive with the human subject’s disavowal of his indebted-
ness to nature and his loss of respect for the nature in himself. She argues
that the identification of the mother with nature; the reduction of child-
bearing to a function of the genealogy of the husband/father; and the
alienation of the daughter from her mother as a result of the sundering of
woman’s genealogy occurs alongside the replacement of a cosmological
view of nature as fertile life-giving earth with an instrumentalist view of
nature as brute matter to be conquered and transcended by the human
subject, and shaped in accordance with the human will.” Indeed, Irigaray
regards the uncontrollable forms of alienation and abstraction in the
Marxist account of the development of global capital—the genesis of the
money-form and of commodity fetishism—as inevitable effects of the sac-
rifice of natural fertility.® She suggests that the crisis of the contemporary
era—wars, starvation, destruction—is the logical historical destiny of all
sacrificial technocratic societies which have been “set up and managed by
men alone.”

But how can the crisis of our age be overcome? For Irigaray, the fecund
couple of sexual difference can open up a future beyond the destruction
we now face because it is the site for the formulation, cultivation, and dis-
semination of values that respect the generative difference of living na-
ture. As finite beings, we owe our present and continuing existence to this
generative principle within nature. Thus, sexual difference is nothing less
than the possibility of the future as such. Herein lies its redemptive di-
mension, which is opposed to the eternal return of the same that moti-
vates sacrificial societies.

In I Love to You, Irigaray explicitly situates the futurity of sexual differ-
ence in sociological and political-institutional space through a critical
analysis of the place of the family in Hegel’s political philosophy. Hegel’s
account of the family as the immediate stage of modern ethical life (Sirt-
lichkeit) and objective spirit is, she argues, exemplary of the disavowal of
natural generativity and sexual difference by the monological subject that
underpins contemporary sociocultural and political life. In the first place,
Hegel defines spirit as the process of rational-purposive work or the la-
bor of the concept, understood as a movement of negation. For Hegel,
nature is finite, immediate, and devoid of universal life. However, ra-
tional consciousness can invest nature with universal life by negating
what is immediate in nature. It does this by imbuing brute matter with
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rational-purposive form. Spiritual work is both the activity by which the
rational subject negates, sublates, and transcends natural facticity and the
objects produced by this activity.

Irigaray argues that this divorce of nature and spirit is replicated in
Hegel’s exemplary account of the family in a hierarchical organization of
gender roles that consigns women to the realm of natural immediacy
without the possibility of entry into the spiritual realm of culture as 4
woman. Now, for Hegel, the patriarchal family is an intermediate institu-
tion, the elementary social community that links each person to civil so-
ciety. Civil society is formed by the aggregation of families represented by
their heads.!® Within the patriarchal family, the generic woman’s ethical
duty is that of wife (of the man) and mother (of his children) in the ab-
stract. This generic definition of woman, Irigaray points out, deprives her
of universality, which is seen as the privilege of man gua representative of
the human species, as well as her singularity:

The woman is wife and mother. But for her, this role is a function of an ab-
stract duty. So she is not this woman, irreducible in her singularity, wife of
this man, who is himself also irreducible, any more than she is this mother of
this child or these children. . . . She must love man and child as generic rep-
resentatives of the human species dominated by the male gender. She must
love them as those who are able to realize the infinity of humankind (un-
consciously assimilated to the masculine), at the expense of her own gender
and her own relationship to infinity. In other words, a woman’s love is de-
fined as familial and civil duty. She has no right to singular love nor to love
for herself. She is thus unable to love but is to be subjugated to love and re-
production. She has to be sacrificed and to sacrifice herself to this task, at
the same time disappearing as this or that woman who is alive at the present
time. And she must disappear as desire, too, unless it is abstract: the desire
to be wife and mother. This self-effacement in a family-related role is her
civil task. (ILTY, 21-22)

Now, because spirit is the unity or reconciliation of singularity and uni-
versality, any form of gendering that deprives women of singularity and
universality turns them a priori into unspiritual beings who are impris-
oned within the realm of nature and barred from entry into the spiritual
realm of culture. The division between the realm of nature and the spiri-
tual world subtends the related sociological distinctions between private
and public spheres, the life of the individual and social-collective life.
Hence, from a sociological and political point of view, women are also de-
nied a civil or public identity. It is important to stress that Irigaray’s point
here is not that the institution of the patriarchal family (both in Hegel’s
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exemplary philosophical account and in general) completely denies
women access to civic life or the public sphere. Her point is that this in-
stitution denies women access to the public realm as women. The issue is
therefore not that of the equal access of both sexes to civil rights that are
sexually neutral in substance but the sexually different access of each sex
to civil rights that express and enable each person to fulfill his or her ex-
istence as a sexuate being. Irigaray makes the more radical claim that it is
sexual difference per se that is quarantined within natural immediacy and
barred from entering the realm of spirit and civil society: even though
men have been the historical model for citizenship and they can partici-
pate in civic life with greater ease than women, they still cannot do so
without disavowing some aspect of their sexuate being.!!

But then we would be greatly mistaken if we understood Irigaray to be
arguing that sexual difference ought to be affirmed as an artificial but ma-
terial cultural construction in the manner of most feminist appropriations
of poststructuralism that are currently in vogue such as varieties of post-
modern social or discursive constructionism or even theories of gender
performativity. She emphasizes that sexual difference is a natural phe-
nomenon. However, this does not make sexual difference an immediate
substance. Irigaray points out that the very idea of nature as an immedi-
ate substance devoid of spirituality is based on the anthropocentric con-
ception of nature as a brute object to be overcome and dominated by the
monological human subject. This foundational axiom of Western philos-
ophy leads Hegel to characterize dialectical development as the estrange-
ment of the individual from natural, sensible immediacy for the sake of
spiritual becoming. The repression of sexual difference in the contempo-
rary world is a function of this anthropocentric conception of nature. Sex-
ual difference, Irigaray suggests, cannot be expressed within anthro-
pocentric conceptions of nature precisely because it is an originary
nonanthropocentric form of negativity that issues from nature itself. Sex-
ual difference undoes the binary opposition between nature and spirit be-
cause it is nothing other than the internal natural means by which nature
becomes spiritualized.

Before the question of the need to surpass nature arises, it has to be made
apparent that it is rwo. This zwe inscribes finitude in the natural itself. No
one nature can claim to correspond to the whole of the natural. There is no
“Nature” as a singular entity. In this sense, a kind of negative does exist in
the natural. The negative is not a process of consciousness of which only
man is capable. More to the point, if man does not take account of the limit
inscribed in nature, his opposition to the natural does not accomplish the la-
bor of the negative. (ILTY, 35-36)!?
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The natural, aside from the diversity of its incarnations or ways of ap-
pearing, is at least zwo: male and female. This division is not secondary nor
unique to human kind. It cuts across all realms of the living which, without
it, would not exist. Without sexual difference, there would be no life on
earth. Itis the manifestation of and the condition for the production and re-
production of life. Air and sexual difference may be the two dimensions vi-
tal for/to life. Not taking them into account would be deadly business.
(LTY, 37)

Irigaray argues that any spiritual world, that is to say, any culture, soci-
ety, or political community built on the negation/disavowal of nature in-
evitably becomes totalitarian and sacrificial. It leads to totalitarianism be-
cause any project of the subject that denies its debt to nature also denies
the fact that existence is necessarily two. The subject thereby sets himself
up as an exhaustive whole or totality, repressing all that is different from
himself. The neutral subject who possesses abstract individual rights is the
most pervasive example of monological totality in modern political life.
But more important, such spiritual projects can establish societies of
death only because they are cut off from the generativity of nature. In-
stead of spiritualizing the body and incarnating itself, universal spirit be-
comes sundered from the earth, corporeality, and flesh. Irigaray offers
many historical examples to support her claim: the symbolic, psychologi-
cal, and physical forms of violence suffered by women in patriarchal soci-
ety; alienation from nature, enslavement to property and to the money-
form in global capitalism, and so on.

For present purposes, the important point is that for Irigaray, the
recognition of sexual difference in the spiritual world becomes the effec-
tive mechanism that can bring an end to the domination characterizing
contemporary culture and politics because it can rejoin spirit and flesh. As
Irigaray puts it, sexual difference

constitutes a living universal. It is a universal related to our real person, to his
or her needs, abilities and desires. . . . Thus, respecting the difference between
woman and man is itself culture. It goes beyond natural immediacy. . . . If man
and woman respect each other as those two halves of the universe that they
represent, then by recognizing the other they overcome their immediate in-
stincts and drives. They are spiritual humans from the fact of recognizing that
they do not represent the whole of the person and that the other cannot be-
long to them as their own property. In sexual difference, the negative as limit
is present from the very fact of respecting natural reality as constitutive of the
subject.

Sexual difference is, as it were, the most powerful motor of a dialectic
without masters or slaves. (ILTY, 50-51)
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But from a sociological point of view, how can this dialectic be put into
motion? It is important to stress here that sexual difference is not a meta-
physical principle of causality and creation. It supplies the basis for a prac-
tical ethics the agent of which is a concrete subject who inhabits a specific
social location. Irigaray argues that we can affirm sexual difference gua the
condition of becoming only if the couple and not the patriarchal family is
taken as the elementary social community that mediates between individ-
ual needs and desires and universal culture. In other words, the couple is
the only collective agent that can enable individuals to make the transition
from nature to culture without sacrificing their sexuate nature. This makes
the couple the operative site for the diffusion of ethical responsibility in
the face of otherness and difference in general throughout a given society
and, indeed, the entire world. This ethicopolitical task of radically trans-
forming and rebuilding the spiritual realm of culture or the Symbolic or-
der (to use a Lacanian term employed by the early Irigaray) by reground-
ing it in the couple as the paradigmatic example of the two of sexuate
nature may seem strange to readers who have celebrated Irigaray as a
champion of forces that disrupt the Symbolic order. Likewise, readers who
have found in Irigaray an intellectual guerrilla who persistently under-
mines the Symbolic law by pointing to that which escapes and resists sym-
bolic mediation will be puzzled by her repeated insistence that new socio-
cultural norms, linguistic structures, and, more important, a reinvented
civil law can play a crucial role in the formation and cultivation of a civil
and individual subject that is not sexually neutral.!* In her own words,

what is needed is a full-scale rethinking of the law’s duty to offer justice to
two genders that differ in their needs, their desires, their properties. . . . If
the rights of the couple were indeed written into the legal code, this would
serve to convert individual morality into collective ethics, to transform the
relations of the genders within the family or its substitute into rights and du-
ties that involve the culture as a whole. (SG, 5)

Yet, it is this aspect of Irigaray’s recent work—the emphasis on the ne-
cessity of various objective mediating devices that connect the individual
and the collective in a manner conducive to the sexual identity of all
women and relations between men and women-—that seems to hold the
most promise for social and political transformation that is both radical
and feasible in a world that consists of both men and women. For in-
stance, her proposal of sexuate rights, which are the cornerstone of a new
civil law, is an attempt to provide the necessary institutional framework
within which women can affirm and protect their identity as women civil
subjects so that they can participate fully in civil life.
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In summary, then, we can isolate three important concerns of Irigaray’s
recent work on the ethical and political significance of sexual difference:
(1) the cridque of the construction of the generic woman within the in-
stitution of the patriarchal family as a function of the same antinatural
monologic of transcendence that leads to commodification, human en-
slavement by the money-form, and the crisis of the contemporary era; (2)
sexual difference as the opening of futurity; and (3) the sociological loca-
tion of the subject or collective agent of sexual ethics in the couple as the
basic social community that mediates between the individual and civil so-
ciety, and the importance of law in the formation of this collective agent.
However, at least two critical questions also need to be raised. First, if, as
Irigaray argues, the respect for real differences is the fundamental princi-
ple for all ethics and morality, is her proposal that sexual difference pro-
vides “the most particular and the most universal model” for this princi-
ple (ILTY, 52) a form of heterosexism either at the deeper level of the
argument that nature is at least two, male and female, or at the subsequent
level in which the couple is sociologically determined as the collective
agent of ethics? Second, and more difficult still, is Irigaray’s suggestion
that sexual difference can provide a solution to the crises of the contem-
porary world a utopian proposal that is too idealistic to take into account
the violence and vicissitudes of contemporary globalizaton?

As I noted from the outset, it can never be clear in advance how much
Irigaray’s work on sexual difference will prove of relevance to other strug-
gles for self-affirmation. In dealing with a figure as enigmatic and com-
plex, as subtle and difficult to decipher as Irigaray, it is both healthy and
rewarding to generate open controversy and discussion: too often, various
words have muttered around Irigaray’s writings—words like ‘essentialist’
or ‘homophobic’—without being thoroughly and openly debated. In the
spirit of furthering discussion, it would be fruitful to briefly indicate some
of the implications of Irigaray’s ethical paradigm of sexual difference for
the affirmation of queer desire.

In the first place, Irigaray’s proposition that nature consists of two sexes
and that this two is the condition of possibility of existence, which is always
a being-two, cannot be reduced to a simplistic elevation of heterosexuality
into an ethical norm. The argument is not about individual sexual prefer-
ence or the choice of sexual lifestyles. It is instead an ontological argument
about the condidon of possibility of all forms of living being. Irigaray’s
proposition cannot be disputed since with the exception of asexual life-
forms, all naturally occurring life-forms are engendered from two sexes or
the genetic material from two sexes. Consequently, the criticism that her
ethics of sexual difference installs a heteronormativity and replicates the
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conventional heterosexist regime of sexuality may be plausibly directed
only at the stage in her argument where the couple is taken as the para-
digmatic subject of ethical social relations.

Yet, even here, several cautionary points need to be made. First, Iri-
garay’s trenchant critique of the patriarchal family and the generic
woman’s role as wife and mother within it should alert us to the fact that
she is critical of the reduction of the fecundity of sexual love to hetero-
sexual reproductive genitality (see, for instance, ILTY, 30). Moreover,
whereas contemporary queer theory generally regards the heterosexual
norm as a construction of social power that structures all existing gender
identity, for Irigaray, heterosexual relations do not yet have a social exis-
tence because sexual difference has always been repressed or repudiated
in the via negativa from nature to culture. Indeed, because she considers
the sexual dimension of existence in general to have been disavowed in
the realm of spirit or civil society, one might even say that no sexual rela-
tions, whether they are between woman and woman, man and man, or
woman and man, have been granted social significance. What she calls
homosociality is precisely a non- or even anticarnal sociality, a form of so-
cial intercourse that is devoid of sexuality, in the generative sense that she
gives to the word, because it is monological.

Nevertheless, the question that still remains is whether her suggestion
that the carnal couple is the social figure of sexuate existence leads her to im-
plicitly conflate the model of the one with same-sex desire and the model of
the couple with heterosexuality. What exactly is the couple? As a figure of
being-two, the couple as an ethical paradigm demands a certain fidelity to
the half of humankind to which any individual belongs and a respect for the
alterity of the other half. This argument involves a respect for nature, but it
is not thereby a biological or anatomical determinism. Irigaray makes a dis-
tinction between physiological or natural sex and sexual identity, which is
not quite the same as the sex/gender distinction in Anglophone feminism.
One’s sex is a fact of nature. To be natural is to be sexuate and to be sexuate
means to be of two. For Irigaray, sexual identty, which is cultural and related
to linguistic-grammatical genre, is based on biological sex. However, sexual
identity is neither an immutable facticity nor the artificial sociological con-
struct that Gayle Rubin has described as “the straightjacket of gender.” In
Rubin’s exemplary account, gender is a socially imposed division of the sexes.
'The common equation of gender with obligatory or compulsory heterosex-
uality occurs in Rubin’s suggestion that “gender is not only an identification
with one sex; it also entails that sexual desire be directed toward the other
sex.” In contradistinction, Irigaray suggests that although one’s sex is natu-
rally given, apart from the minimal natural determination that sex is two,
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sexual identity is paradoxically without content because it is also formed by
the spiritual work that occurs through one’s respect for the other sex and the
collective nurturing of cultural values that are faithful to one’s own sex (see
ILTY, 144-45). Neither respect for the other sex nor fidelity to one’s own sex
necessarily implies an obligatory desire for the other sex.

Irigaray’s critique of Simone de Beauvoir is pertinent here for, unlike
Beauvoir, Irigaray argues that although sex is natural, sexual identity is
not grasped in the same way that one grasps a factical truth by standing
outside one’s sex as an objective fact. Instead, one’s natural sex needs to be
actualized and spiritualized through the development of sexual identity.

I am a sexed ontological or ontic being, hence assigned to a gender, to a
generic identity, one which I am not necessarily in/through my sensible im-
mediacy. And so to be born a girl in a male-dominated culture is not neces-
sarily to be born with a sensibility appropriate to my gender. No doubt fe-
male physiology is present but not identity, which remains to be
constructed. Of course, there is no question of its being constructed in re~
pudiation of one’s physiology. It is a matter of demanding a culture, of want-
ing and elaborating a spirituality, a subjectivity and an alterity appropriate to
this gender: the female. It’s not as Simone de Beauvoir said: one is not born,
but rather becomes, a woman (through culture), but rather: I am born a
woman, but I must still become this woman that I am by nature. (ILTY, 107)

This minimal definition of sexual identity does not militate against
queer forms of desire because it is oddly contentless and permits great
room for singularity and variability. As Irigaray writes, the couple is
“where sensible desire must become potentially universal culture, where
the gender of the man and of the woman may become the model of male
human kind or of female human kind while keeping to the singular task of
being this man or this woman. (ILTY, 28, my emphasis).!* Same-sex desire
is part of “the singular task of the being of this man or this woman.” The
question that Irigaray implicitly poses is ‘what would same-sex desire be
like if it were based on the ethical acknowledgment of sexual difference?”
More generally, her definition of sexual identity is critical of the tendency
to obliterate sexual difference in extreme theoretical uses of the psycho-
analytical concept of identification. She regards any disavowal of the facts
that nature is at least two and that, by and large, society consists of both
men and women as a form of monological transcendence: the transcen-
dence of the natural finitude of sexuate bodily existence. Thus, she writes,

Between man and woman, there really is otherness: biological, morpholog-
ical, relational. To be able to have a child constitutes a difference, but also
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being born a girl or a boy of a woman, who is of the same or the other gen-
der as oneself, as well as to be or to appear corporeally with differing prop-
erties and qualities. Some of our prosperous or naive contemporaries,
women and men, would like to wipe out this difference by resorting to
monosexuality, to the unisex and to what is called identification: even if I am
bodily a man or woman, I can identify with, and so be, the other sex. This
new opium of the people annihilates the other in the illusion of a reduction
to identity, equality and sameness, especially between man and woman, the
ultimate anchorage of real alterity. The dream of dissolving material, cor-
poreal or social identity leads to a whole set of delusions, to endless and un-
resolvable conflicts, to a war of images or reflections and to powers being
accredited to somebody or other more for imaginary or narcissistic reasons
than for their actual abilities. (ILTY, 61-62)

One can see why the disavowal of sexual difference constitutes such a
grave danger for Irigaray. Insofar as we exist in a world where two sexes are
the necessary condition of human existence, it is difficult to see how at-
tempts to develop nonviolent and universal forms of political community,
as opposed to particularistic, sectarian, or divisive political projects, can be
concretely feasible or practicable if they are not based on the acknowledg-
ment of being-two. This is why Irigaray is also wary of celebrating pre-
Oedipal sexuality as a liberation from the norm of genital sexuality. This
“entails all the caprice and immaturity of desire exercised to the detriment
of becoming human as a genus, as two genders” (ILTY, 27). Indeed, she
suggests that a critique of patriarchy can be saved from nihilism only if it
is grounded in the universality of sexual difference (see ILTY, 39).

But then is Irigaray’s universal ethical project too idealistic or fragile
in the face of the forces of contemporary neocolonial globalization? The
universal reach of her project is not in question here. Irigaray’s sexual
ethics clearly entails not only a revisioning of the relations between and
among the sexes but also a reconceptualization of what both thinking
and politics are, and the ways in which individuals, men and women, as
well as social organizations, the city, the nation, and the entire world
must be reconfigured if they are to acknowledge and accept the viable ex-
istence of two sexes. Indeed, Irigaray insists that her ethics are not con-
fined to a particular culture or territorial political community. She has in
mind a practical ethics generalizable to all classes and cultures where
both women and men become productive agents in the shaping of their
future world: “There is one chance left for the human race to stop this
process of dispersion and destruction: to think and practice a sexualized
ethic” (§G, 143). In a more concrete register, she insists that the rights
of the couple, men and women, together or singularly, are not restricted
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to social rights within a nation-state but are instead an integral part of
world development. Thus, she writes that “the objectivity of women’s
civil rights should be established on a national level, but should also be
covered by international agreements. I do not think that local or national
ghettos meet the needs of today’s world. . . . That does not mean that a
nation cannot be the first one to make changes in the civil order. It
means that reforms regarding sexual identity must potentially be world-
wide in scope” (TD, 84).

The central issue she raises in her critique of the model of one is cer-
tainly among the most gripping questions of our time, not only for femi-
nists but for all those invested in the struggle for the articulation of dif-
terences, whether racial, sexual, religious, geographical, or cultural: if
social systems, such as those in the West or the North, or in much of the
East or the South, are built on the presumption of the singularity and
value of a single group or ideal, how is justice possible? The question is
whether in contemporary globalization, these systems can also be ren-
dered more just, more ethical, more open to other forms of difference if
they can be made more open to sexual difference. The answer partly turns
on the relationship between the exploitation of women and the global
spread of neocolonial capital.

As we have seen, Irigaray herself offers a somewhat ecological view of
the globalization of capital. She suggests that the global spread of ab-
stract capital is the macrological consequence of the suppression of na-
ture by the monological subject and that the exploitation of women is a
necessary and continuing stage in the suppression of nature. This view
is not dissimilar to that of ecofeminists from the postcolonial South
such as Vandana Shiva’s work on biodiversity.!* In view of the plurality
of antisystemic, popular, social movements in the contemporary world,
theorists of the global system such as Samir Amin and Immanuel
Wallerstein have suggested that the revolutionary process itself needs to
be transformed so that it is no longer understood in terms of a world
revolution centered around a totalizing universal subject. Irigaray pro-
poses an alternative universal ground for global transformation that is
always already internally marked by the alterity of being-two. Her
ethics of sexual difference may not be an immaculate theoretical blue-
print for the solution of all political or economic problems throughout
the world. However, under post-Fordist international subcontracting,
the neocolonial global capitalist system largely thrives on the sweated
labor of women and homeworking in the postcolonial South. This fact
strongly resonates with Irigaray’s claim that “no social body can be con-
stituted, developed, or renewed without female labor” (SG, 86). Within
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the context of the commodification and superexploitation of women’s
labor in the postcolonial South as a result of neocolonial globalization,
Irigaray’s critique of the self-sacrifice that follows from women’s as-
sumption of the roles and duties of the generic woman offers a concrete
starting point for change. As Gayatri Spivak observes,

internalized gendering by women, perceived as ethical choice, accepts ex-
ploitation as it acepts sexism in the name of a willing conviction that this
is how one is good as a woman, even ethical as a woman. We must fight
to pass laws, and be vigilant that they are implemented. But the real force
of the struggle comes from the actual players’ contemplating the possi-
bility that to organize against homeworking is not to stop being a good
woman, 2 responsible woman, a real woman (therefore with husband and
home), a woman . . .: that there are more ways than one of being a good
woman.!6

In the neocolonial global theater at least, sexual difference has an endur-
ing political future as an efficient mechanism toward peaceful social and
political revolution.
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Pierre Bourdieu: The Craft of Sociology

Roy Nash

Shall we approach Pierre Bourdieu through his biography: son of a vil-
lage postman, anthropologist, sociologist, professor at the Collége de
France, and one of the most influential social theorists? Or perhaps
through the concepts that have become his own: field, habitus, cultural
capital, social strategy, symbolic violence, misrecognition, and so on? Or
perhaps, again, through his interests and thematic concerns: the struggle
for distinction, social inheritance, the School, and, in total, the suffering
of those who bear the weight of the world on their shoulders? Let us try
to bring all this together: what does Bourdieu know about the social
world that he thinks we should know? What he has to offer is a way of
knowing it—a method—and the best way to learn from him is to read his
sociology and learn how he does it. A sociologist of the real world, as
Bourdieu can properly be called, must engage directly with society; and
Bourdieu, through the interview, through the analysis of its products, es-
pecially its cultural texts and images, and through an investigation of its
structures of provision, housing, employment, education, and so on is
constantly involved in that critical work. The discussion of Bourdieu, es-
pecially in the English-speaking academic community, is dominated by
concerns with his concepts, which analytical critics never think to be de-
fined as precisely as they would like, but it is actually the substantive work
of social criticism that supports Bourdieu’s reputation. The Weight of the
World (La Miséve du Monde) is one of the most impressive sociological
documents of the late twentieth century. As Agee and Walker’s Ler Us
Now Praise Famous Men and Studs Terkel’s Hard Times have stood as
memorable records of the American depression of the 1930s, so surely
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will The Weight of the World serve to document now and for long into the
future the effects of the neoliberal economic restructuring that swept
through Western democracies in the two final decades of the century.
The abdication of the state, the celebration of the market, the glorifica-
tion of profit, and the emergence of new political slogans (“there is no al-
ternative”), have brought insidious changes to economic, social, and cul-
tural life. Those who lived as adults through this period know that they
have seen the rise of a new “state nobility,” the technocrats who owe no
allegiance to anything but their careers; the marginalization of those
found to have no place in the new order, the redundant worker, the un-
employed youth, the sole mother isolated in the tower-block, and so on;
and a social upheaval in its way as dramatic as that of any period in the
twentieth century. In the Weight of the World men and women who have
suffered as the victims of these processes, and witnessed the suffering of
others, tell their stories to Bourdieu and his coworkers. They read, these
narratives of how people experience society, like short stories; and
brought together—school girls, young men out of work, social workers,
teachers in “difficult” schools, workers, farmers with “uneconomic”
units—these voices provide multiple perspectives, corresponding to the
multiplicity of coexisting, and sometimes directly competing, points of
view that make the “discourse” of modern society so complex.

It goes without saying that Bourdieu does more than record these nar-
ratives, which in itself is no “mere” thing, he comments on them, offers
interpretations, makes connections, and provides explanations. The soci-
ological work is to take these stories “about the most ‘personal’ difficul-
ties, the apparently most strictly subjective tensions of the social world
and their contradictions” (ibid., p. 511), and show how they “frequently
articulate the deepest structures of the social world and their contradic-
tions” (ibid., p. 511). There are three component elements in any socio-
logical explanation, seen in this way, of social events. There is the level of
structure, the level of disposition, and the level of practice. In Bourdieu’s
substantive accounts of events in the social world these elements are al-
ways included. It is almost as simple as this: social structures, or social po-
sitions, generate socialized dispositions, and socialized dispositions gen-
erate practices (and those practices have the effect of reproducing social
structures). The central, pivotal, term in this set is disposition. Bourdieu’s
word is habitus. Concepts perform work: and the work performed by habi-
tus makes it the Swiss army knife of the sociological toolkit. Habitus is the
embodiment of social structure: habitus provides the grounds for agency,
within a limited arena of choice, and hence a theoretical escape from
structuralist determinism; hbabitus enables individual trajectories to be
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studied, for habitus unites the past and the present because, as the prod-
uct of early experience, it is subject also to the transformations brought
about by subsequent experiences; habitus thus enables Bourdieu to tran-
scend the dichotomy of objectivism and subjectivism; and, finally, babstus
is also a method, for it directs investigation to the level of social practice.
"These are interesting claims, and even those who have been able to open
all the blades—a task many have given up in frustraion—have not always
accepted them.

There may be no irony in noting that Bourdieu seems determined by
his own practice to demonstrate the general truth of his thesis that peo-
ple are engaged in a struggle for distinction within a social field. It may
help to explain why Bourdieu spends more theoretical labor specifying
what his sociology is not (marxism, structuralism, existentialism, and so
on) than what it is. Indeed, what it is zot defines what it 7. It is not struc-
turalism, because it recognizes human agency, and it is not existentialism,
because it recognizes that human agency is constrained by the social. In
Bourdieu’s account, habitus provides a “middle ground,” a form of “soft
determinism,” in which the oppositions of objectivism and subjectivism,
the polarities marked by structural determinism and existential freedom,
are transcended. People are not bound by “unconscious rules,” but have
a “feel for the game,” and are so able to make choices within the limits of
what is made possible by the habitus. This is a sort of habit theory, and
students familiar with Dewey, Mead, and the American tradition of social
enquiry (which is not part of Bourdieu’s intellectual background) are
more than half way to making sense of habitus. Let Bourdieu explain
things in his own words:

Why did I revive that old word? Because with the notion of habitus you can
refer to something that is close to what is suggested by the idea of habit,
while differing from it in one important respect. The babitus, as the word
implies, is that which one has acquired, but which has become durably in-
corporated in the body in the form of permanent dispositions. So the term
constantly reminds us that it refers to something historical, linked to indi-
vidual history, and that it belongs to a genetic mode of thought, as opposed
to essentialist modes of thought (like the notion of competence which is part
of the Chomskian lexis). Moreover, by babitus the Scholastics also meant
something like a property, a capital. And, indeed, the habitus is a capital, but
one which, because it is embodied, appears innate. (1983: p. 86)

This is as lucid an account as we can expect. Habits must also be
“durably incorporated,” but that is not necessarily a formal element of the
definition of habit, and Bourdieu’s term is a constant reminder that we are
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to think in this way. Habits have a history, too, in that they are acquired,
but for Bourdieu “history” refers to the specific practices of groups, par-
ticularly social classes, and thus insists on the need for historically in-
formed ethnographic studies in order to look for these origins. In this re-
spect, moreover, our dispositions to act have an individual, as well as a
social, line of development, they are genetic, in the Piagetian sense, rather
than built-in, and given, like Chomsky’s innate generative grammar. Fi-
nally, Bourdieu points to the way in which the medieval Church fathers
constructed babitus as a property, something people possessed, and this is
very much how the concept operates in his own theory. It is here that the
central distinction between the concepts of ‘habit’ and ‘habitus’ in socio-
logical theory is to be found: habitus is necessarily linked to the idea that
every act, or every cultural act, is regulated by a distinct principle (and in
Bourdieu’s thought principles of practice always retain their structuralist
connotations), whereas habit is not.

Bourdieu, needless to say, is a product of the European, and in par-
ticular the French, intellectual field. As an anthropologist by training
his intellectual formation is recognizably a product of the structuralism
and phenomenology that struggled for dominance in the middle of the
twentieth century. It seems that Bourdieu has wanted to reconcile this
tension ever since. The structuralism of Lévi-Strauss’s (1978) anthro-
pology attempted to analyze the cultural productions of societies, their
kinship relations, mythological beliefs, culinary practices, and so on, by
identifying the forms that lay behind their generation. One could model
cultures as a complex, but ordered, set of principles that worked like a
code to express the central meanings of the community and to regulate
its most important social practices. Lévi-Strauss and those who adopted
his approach to social behavior sought to reveal the homologies be-
tween different social and linguistic features, which could be taken as
evidence of a code or grammar, regulating the whole order of life within
that society. Lévi-Strauss thought this form of analysis could explain,
for example, marital selection, governed by rules not necessarily avail-
able to those most intimately concerned, but was quite unable to sug-
gest a mechanism by which specific social rules, as opposed to a general
and universal structure of the unconscious, could be treated as built in
to the individual. This is exactly what the concept of babitus is intended
to provide. Habitus is conceived as a generative schema in which the
forms of elemental social structures come, through the process of so-
cialization, to be embodied in individuals with the result that people
necessarily act in such a way that the underlying structures are repro-
duced and given effect.
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The fundamental aim of Bourdieu’s approach to cultural studies is to
disclose the structure of principles from which agents’ produce regulated
practices, for that structure of principles determines the objective charac-
ter of culture itself. The habitus may be understood as a system of schemes
of perception and discrimination embodied as durable dispositions re-
flecting the entire history of the group and acquired through the forma-
tive experiences of childhood. The structural code of the culture is in-
scribed as the habitus and generates the production of social practice.
Social practice may then be analyzed to reveal the nature of the habirus
through the relations of homology observed between the various ele-
ments that constitute the unity of the culture. This system of dispositions
inculcated by objective structural conditions develops a history and gen-
erates its practices, for some period of time, even after the original mate-
rial conditions which gave rise to it have disappeared. The internalized
principles of the habitus are the principles which structure the culture. In
this sense habitus is internalized structure and the physical embodiment of
objective structure. As with two sides of a coin, the habitus is organized by
principles of the structure, in some way that could be represented as a
code, and practices are organized by these so structured principles of the
babitus. We may thus say that as a result of their socialization members of
a social group come to acquire a set of dispositions which reflect the cen-
tral structural elements (political instability, kinship rules, and so on) of
their society, and therefore behave in ways which necessarily reproduce
those structural elements, although in a modified form.

This is a faculty theory of socialization within a structuralist theory of
culture. The fundamental theoretical role of habitus is to provide the me-
diation Lévi-Strauss so transparently failed to provide between structure
and agency and to this end Bourdieu has de-universalized, and culturally
particularized, these active embodied forms. In this respect Bourdieu may
be regarded as a sociological Kantian. Whereas Lévi-Strauss left obscure
the question of the causal effectiveness of cultural structures, Bourdieu
with the concept of habitus has provided a generative mechanism of struc-
tured social practice. His breakthrough, if such it is, has been to name the
culturally structured and embodied forms of classification, perception,
and discrimination and to give the faculty so named a central role in the
explanation of social practice. It is a heady idea: but if the structuralist
paradigm is flawed, this solution to its problem may not be necessary, and
a growing number of critics have begun to see the weaknesses in the role
sometimes given to habitus in sociological explanations.

Following Bourdieu’s method can be more useful than accepting (or ar-
guing against) formalist versions of his theory. It is one thing to recognize
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the importance of human dispositions, their psychological structure, and
the conditions of their origin, but it is quite another to construct expla-
nations in which nonspecified dispositions carry the explanatory load.
Suppose we say that working-class children fail at school because of their
working class habitus, and suppose we then say that the evidence for the
existence of such a habitus, and the proof of the whole argument, is re-
vealed by the fact of their collective failure. This “theory of educational
inequality” is not only circular but quite empty of substantive meaning.
Nevertheless, there are serious attempts to ground it in Bourdieu’s work
and treat it as a substantive theory. If 5 percent of working-class children
succeed in the educational system then a babitus which makes that possi-
ble will be present in working-class culture. Bourdieu thus constructs a
“statistical mode” of class reproduction in which, by some profoundly in-
explicable mechanism, those brought up within the class are supposed to
have internalized a habitus with the objective chances of that class built in
to it. This provides a pseudostatistical argument for the reproduction of
a class as a whole with no reference to what happens to particular indi-
viduals, which is then regarded as just a matter of chance. In other words,
in this model, all working-class school students share a generalized class
babitus giving them a one in twenty chance of reaching university, or
whatever it might be, and there can be no explanation of why this rather
than that individual is included among the successful (or for that matter
among the nonsuccessful) or why that is so, because the explanation is of
group access not individual access. It is a dubious argument and the de-
fense of it is no less so. Bourdieu’s position on knowledge and truth is anti-
positivist, but it is also antirealist, and a characteristic phrase often gives
him away. “Itis as if . . .” he will say, leaving open whether he is describ-
ing an actual social processes as a mechanism or one that if it did exist
would explain the events observed. When Bourdieu (1991: p. 64) argues
“the coherence of the constructed system of intelligible facts is itself its
own proof,” it is as if, to adopt his usage, he understands that this theory
of the internalization of objective chances cannot be supported by any
empirical observation, other than the distributon of class access to edu-
cation that it attempts to explain, and for that reason moves to undermine
the ‘epistemological’ foundations of a demand for such supporting evi-
dence. For the substantive argument to work, it would have to be shown
that individuals possessed a learned ability to estimate the probability of
those “like themselves” to achieve any relevant future state and that their
actions were shaped in accordance with that knowledge. That has not
been done and it is difficult to imagine how it could be done. People may
have specific dispositions to act, but they almost certainly do not have that
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kind of disposition and it is unrealistic to suppose that they do in order to
maintain a form of “statistical” explanation. Explanations in terms of habi-
tus cannot be “promissory” notes, as if we could discover what the nature
of the disposition was, but in order to be plausible must already be spec-
ified not only as the principle that generates the act (by definition) but de-
tailed in terms of its real and thus demonstrable principle. It is in exactly
this area, where the importance of habit in the explanation of human be-
havior is so crucial, that Bourdieu’s concept of habitus has become pivotal.
The human capacity to act depends on knowledge and skills embodied in
the form of a habitus, and to the extent that such dispositions are demon-
strable, which requires exactly the attention to people given in The Weight
of the World, they have a place in the explanation of social events.

Bourdieu’s argument with marxism is subtle. He rejects the economism,
the historicism, and the politics of revolution, associated with classical
marxism, but not the general and fundamental critique of capitalism de-
veloped by Marx himself. Students who know their way around critical
theory will recognize, especially in The Weight of the World, a reengage-
ment with some of its central concerns. If the critical theory of Ardorno
and Horkheimer achieved anything, it was to bring the conceptual appa-
ratus of Marxian and Freudian thought to the analysis of human practice
in the “mass society” of capitalism. It is extremely interesting to see Bour-
dieu take up some of these themes:

Sociology does not claim to substitute its mode of explanation for that of
psychoanalysis; it is concerned only to construct differently certain givens
that psychoanalysis takes as its object, and to do so by focusing on aspects of
reality that psychoanalysis pushes aside as secondary or insignificant, or else
treats as defenses that have to be breached to get to the essential element
(for example, as academic or professional disappointments, job conflicts,
etc.). In fact, these defenses can contain information that is relevant to
things that psychoanalysis also considers.

The critical sociologist must answer a series of questions. First, what is
going on here? What, in other words, are the practices that people are en-
gaged in? Second, what do those practices do? What, in other words, are
the effects of what people are doing? Third, where does the generative
habitus come from? In other words, what is the sociogenesis of the dispo-
sitions that constitute the habitus? These are the questions of social re-
production which have always dominated Bourdieu’s attention. This is
why the School, as Bourdieu writes, is so important. Before the rise of the
modern school the family itself was responsible for the transfer of cultural
and social capital from one generation to the next. But the school has now
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asserted an almost total control over the processes of social inheritance so
that i#s judgments and values, and not those of the family, are the ones
that count. Bourdieu is acutely aware of the suffering caused by this func-
tion of the School:

The altogether decisive contributions to identity construction made by
these judgements no doubt explains why we so often find school at the core
of the suffering of the interviewees, who have been disappointed either in
their own plans or in their plans for their children or by the ways the job
market has reneged on the promises and guarantees made by the educa-
tional system. (ibid., 507)

The school has stripped away this traditional power of the family, and
more particularly of the father, leaving it embedded in a matrix of con-
tradictions and double binds in which the verdict of the school is some-
times accepted with fatalism but perhaps quite as often rejected, thus, al-
most paradoxically, allowing the desire of the father to grow without
limit, and for the child to be faced with impossible demands. “A great
many people,” Bourdieu notes, “are long-term sufferers from the gap be-
tween their accomplishments and the parental expectations they can nei-
ther satisfy nor repudiate” (ibid., p. 508). In this social context “failure” at
school is a matter of not reaching the level predicted by the family’s sta-
tus, and creates intense disappointment:

If they turn indiscriminately against school and against the family, it is be-
cause they have every reason to perceive the complicity that unites these two
institutions despite their apparent opposition and shows up in the disap-
pointment of which they are both cause and object. Having crushed the fa-
ther’s expectations and hopes, these individuals have no choice other than to
give in to self-despair, which means accepting the totally negative image
sent back to them by the two allied institutions, or symbolically to kill the
parental “project” in its very principle by rebelling against everything the
family stands for—like the teenage son of a leftist engineer who signs up for
the crassest work of right-wing political activism. (ibid., 509)

The integration of the sociological and the psychological, an aspiration
critical theory never abandoned, is an integral part of Bourdieu’s socio-
logical method. Integral because it recognizes the level of disposition,
which is also the level of the psychological, but acquired in a society with
a given structure, and so reflecting its problems and its strategies for their
solution.

Bourdieu argues that human practices, which, in their collective effect,
generate the social events sociologists are concerned to explain, should be
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understood as the products of individuals “following the rules of the game”
in accordance with deeply internalized habitual actions. It is not surprising,
then, to find Bourdieu should maintain a theoretical struggle with decision-
making or rational choice theory. Bourdieu’s own stance can be expressed, as
by Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992, p. 24) citing Bourdieu (1986, p. 205), de-
clare their position:

Bourdieu does not deny that agents face options, exert initiative, and make
decisions. What he disputes is that they do so in the conscious, systematic,
and intentional (in short, intentionalist) manner expostulated by rational-
choice theorists. He insists to the contrary that deliberate decision making
or rule-following “is never but a makeshift aimed at covering up the mis-
timings of the habitus.”

Do the functional operations of the habitus provide all the explanation
of social practices and the social events and processes of various kinds
that result from them necessary for sociology? This is another way of
asking: What is to count as a sociological explanation? Bourdieu main-
tains that there is no sociology unless the causes of social events and
processes are given in terms of effective social structures. Of course,
there is a “trivial” sense in which whatever occurs does so as the result of
human actions and is not explained unless those actions are understood,
but that is a mere way station, a necessary given, it does not of itself con-
stitute a sociological explanation, for what is needed for that is an ac-
count of how those actions, or practices, were shaped by social struc-
tures. Rational action theory may be a theory of human practice, and in
its unelaborated forms an unrealistic and narrow one, but it is not suffi-
cient in any form as a sociological theory, or to the generation of socio-
logical explanations. Yet, Bourdieu’s argument that deliberate decision-
making is never more than a cover for the “mistimings of the habitus,”
may be a plea not for sociology but for the functionalism built into his
theory of sociological explanation. Is this not, after all, an application in
the field of sociology of the psychoanalytic manoeuvre which transforms
all reasons of the ego into rationalizations of the id? The substantive
point must be open to empirical test and if it cannot be—if the insistence
is merely dogmatic—then we are not dealing with science at all. The
work put into constructing sociological models of social conduct that
privilege either habitual practices or rationally chosen actions is pointless
when anyone can see that humans sometimes act rationally, often simply
follow the accepted routines of their community without much reflec-
tion (and most probably without a thought for the long-term conse-
quences of the collective effects of their actions), and more often than
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not behave in a way that is rather difficult to identify as either purely ra-
tional or purely habitual.

An introduction to any serious thinker in so short a compass is nearly
impossible to accomplish without misrepresentation at some level. The
criticisms that have been expressed here are made in a context of appre-
ciation and academic respect. In fact, it is more than likely that Bourdieu
would agree with the reservations expressed about the global use of habi-
tus in certain arguments: in that great substantive work The Weight of the
World, the formal concept of habitus is almost invisible. Bourdieu is not a
determinist, he does not think that people have no choices to make, but
he sees so clearly—and so do the people he interviews—how they are con-
strained by the structures of the social world and their own habits of un-
derstanding and response. It is the work of any critical social enquiry to
uncover the real structures that limit our individual and collective capac-
ity to act in our most human interests.
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Slavoj Zizek’s Naked Politics: Opting
for the Impossible—A Secondary Elaboration

Peter McLaren

Having been granted limited space, and given directions from the ed-
itors to extend the conversation rather than offer up a formal point-
counterpoint response to Slavoj Zizek’s vertiginous pronouncements
(on just about everything, it seems), I have restricted my engagement
to select themes touched upon in the 74C interview. In doing so I pay
close attention to Zizek’s overall political project which he defines as
decidedly “anticapitalist.” In particular, I examine his treatment of con-
cepts such as ideology, capitalism, class struggle—many of which be-
tray a lineage that can be traced directly to Marx—in the context of
current attempts to rethink Marxist revolutionary praxis. Many of the
issues and much of the terminology exercised by Zizek enjoyed some
critical currency among progressive educators in the early years of the
1980s but until recently had been re-traversed by post-Marxist critics
and pronounced as largely ‘empty terms’ that had outgrown their util-
ity and explanatory power. When they were not glaringly absent in dis-
cussions pertaining to educational reform, they were employed in vul-
garized, domesticated, and watered-down fashion. In recent years,
however, they have become more visible in an emerging new Marxist
educational literature. In fact, as educators attempt to rethink educa-
tional transformation in the context of discussions over the globaliza-
tion of capitalism (McLaren, 2000; Allman, 2000; 2001; Rikowski,
2000; Mayo, 2000; Hill, McLaren, Cole, and Rikowski, 1999; Cole,
Hill, McLaren, and Rikowski, 2000; McLaren and Farahmandpur,
2000a; 2001b), classical Marxist terminology is slowly arching its way
back into the lexicon of the progressive educational critic.

197
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The reappearance in educational criticism of analyses inspired by the
old bearded devil—marking a Marxian risorgimento of sorts—can be ex-
plained in part by the current crisis of capitalism and the growing dissat-
isfaction among educators with the decade-long fashion of left postmod-
ernist educational critique. Our smug ‘victory’ as Cold War warriors
over the evil empires—widely understood to have been spawned by Mr.
Marx and his legion of renegade idealists and opportunists—has blinded
many educational critics to the fact that we have not yet left the monop-
oly stage of capitalism. Such a stage is marked by that reified totality of
barbaric acts expanded into a world-system that Lenin referred to as im-
perialism, where almost the entire globe has been drawn into the capi-
talist system. Today the idea of freedom wobbles precariously on the
shaking foundations of the current ‘hurrah capitalism’, on a scaffold of
empty bourgeois dreams premised on the illusion that an era of post-
scarcity is just around the corner, if only we could make the most of the
latest available stock market options. The standard view of history long
debunked by Marxists—that takes capitalism for granted as the outcome
of transhistorical processes (the expansion of trade and technological
progress)—has now become so naturalized in the cultural logic of the de-
veloped countries of the West, even the most soi-disant postmodern crit-
ics tend to ignore it. In fact, postmodernists like to blame the destructive
effects that should be ascribed to capitalism on the Enlightenment pro-
ject’s commitment to universal human emancipation (Meiksins Wood,
1994, 33). We are now a moist breath away from the monstrous eventu-
ality when the commodity-form penetrates every corner of the social
world. The more universal capital becomes, the more difficult it is to see.
We increasingly need noncapitalist eyes to recognize it, and with the col-
lapse of the former Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc countires, those
are no longer being produced on the grand scale or with the ceaseless
regularity that they used to be.

Globalization today means the universalization of the imposition of
the economic logic of capitalism——a capitalist ‘logic of process’ in all as-
pects of social life or what Marx called the “crude cash nexus”—such as
the imperatives of accumulation, competition, commodification, and
profit-maximization that brings about the steady immiseration of those
who continue to be crushed by debt, austerity programs, and environ-
mental and health catastrophies (Meiksins Wood, 1994, 33). It also
means capitalism’s continued efforts to drive the living standards of the
world’s workers—those whose struggles history has shown to be the
most effective in preventing the worst tendencies of capitalism from be-
ing implemented—to the barest minimum in order to maximize profits.
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According to Slavoj Zizek, this massified capitalist logic has created the
background against which a generalized economy can thrive. But it has
not placed an unsurmountable limit on antcapitalist struggle. Capitalism
has entered an era where no rival systems exist, but no exit routes, either.
The neoliberalism that has emerged with the collapse of state demand-
management and the Keynesian welfare state is a particular species of im-
perialism, one in which the inner contradictions have become exacerbated
beyond imagination. The record-breaking profit growth we hear so much
about in the boomspeak of the nightly newscasters typically fosters the
belief that capitalism is in the process of retooling itself for the elimina-
tion of poverty. While corporations continue to argue that the solution to
poverty is to stimulate growth and create wealth, there is little evidence
that increased wealth actually alleviates poverty, provoking David Korten
to offer the stinging retort: “What the Gross National Product (GPN)
measures is the rate at which the economically powerful are expropriating
the resources of the economically weak in order to convert them into
products that quickly become the garbage of the rich” (cited in Ellwood,
68). We only need to witness the continuing ‘epidemics of overproduc-
tion’ and the explosion in the industrial reserve army of the dispossessed
that stake themselves out on the streets of our urban metropolitan cen-
ters. Capital’s ability to migrate overseas in search of low wages follows
deindustrialization and the mass displacement of workers (primarily
workers of color). It is becoming increasingly clearer that the quality of
life in capitalist nations such as the United States is implicated in the ab-
sence of freedom in less developed countries. Corporate Overworlders
profiteering from human suffering and armed with a vision of transform-
ing the environment into Planet Mall are bent upon reaping short-term
profits at the expense of ecological health and human dignity and are
drawing ever more of existence within their expanding domain, cannibal-
izing life as a whole. We are experiencing a re-feudalization of capitalism,
as it refuels itself with the more barbarous characteristics of its past
through the global arbitrage of corporate carpetbaggers. While in the de-
veloped Western economies wages have not yet been pushed down to
subsistence levels as Marx predicted, he was frighteningly accurate in his
predictions that oligopolistic corporations would swallow the globe and
that industry would become dominated by new technologies. In a value-
producing society such as ours (one that disavows the basic principle of its
own functioning—that it is premised upon the expolitative extraction of
surplus value from living labor) the worker is always a ‘producer of over-
production’ because the means of consumption cannot be bigger than the
needs of capital for labor power. In this sense, the current global casino of
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advanced capitalism is perhaps best understood as a universal quest to
produce value. Any empirical nonrealization of capital—such as the pro-
liferation of skid row conditions throughout the metropolitan centers of
the developed Western nations—has to be explained away not as excep-
tions or rude aberrations but as part of the necessary condition for what
Zizek has described as the “universal structural principle of capitalism.”
"To be sure, the universal structural principle of capitalism admits certain
aberrations (the economic abjection of millions of people; real sites of re-
sistance) but Zizek emphasizes the logical interdependence of these ex-
ceptions and the rule.

Capital as the central force structuring social relations is systematically
obscured by poststructuralist and antifoundational conceptions of power as
diffuse, variegated, and contextually specific. In a rejection of old-style Kul-
turkritik, the transcendental ego of science has been displaced by the con-
cept of subject position produced as a discursive practice, or as an effect of
texuality. The ubiquity of ideology has, in this perspective, little to do with
class struggle and more to do with the architecture of desire, the produc-
tion of meanings within discourse and representation, and an endless self-
reflexive interrogation. To his credit, Zizek is one of the few prominent
post-Marxist cultural critics who have attempted to bring an analysis of cap-
italist social relations of exploitation and an advocacy for socialism back into
the conversation about cultural politics (he amusingly refers to himself as
“an old Stalinist” [7AC, 18] and a “naive Old Leftist” [FAC, 27], an exam-
ple of what he refers to as a “self-ironical inside joke,” 74C, 4). Zizek ex-
plains how, at the moment that one seriously interrogates the existing lib-
eral consensus, one is accused of abandoning scientific objectivity for
outdated ideological positions. Despite the derision that is certain to follow
attacks on liberal democracy, Zizek warns that we are entering perilous wa-
ters if we follow the post-Marxists in their cowardly wavering on the notion
that “actual freedom of thought means the freedom to question the pre-
dominant liberal democratic consensus—or it means nothing” (Repeating,
p- 2). And while his work is fundamentally Lacanian in analytical thrust, at-
tempting to produce a replatrage between psychoanalysis and Marxism (it
argues, for instance, that fascism is the inherent symptom, the return of the
repressed of capitalism and not just its external contingent deviation), Zizek
candidly admits that psychoanalysis likely will not help social theory resolve
its problems. Yet he remains persuasive in making the case that the psycho-
analytic tradition (particularly the work of Lacan) can assist Marxists in
thinking through a number of concepts crucial to understanding global
capitalist culture, ideology being the most significant (through his impor-
tant articulation of the concept of ‘fedsh,” for instance). The dilemma of
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Zizek is that he believes Marxist theory is stll inadequate for an under-
standing of current manifestations of globalized capitalist exploitation; he
believes that we can’t repeat the ‘old Marxisms’ but at the same time he is
now firmly convinced that what can be loosely termed ‘postmodern theory’
is largely wrongheaded. Like the philosopher Pascal, he wants to remain
faithful to tradition while at the same time moving beyond tradition. In
other words, Zizek would like to remain faithful to Marx’s central ideas yet
at the same time he wants to rethink some of his notions, while deepening
and extending (and rejecting) others. In a field as contentious as Marxist
scholarship, it is understandable that the question of how successful Zizek
has been is a matter of sharply divided opinion. Some will see his scholar-
ship as displaying world-historical significance; others will pronounce it as
clever but largely Thermidorian.

Zizek’s coy admission that he has not read much more than summaries of
many of the literary works upon which he has based his nuanced appraisal
of them raises the quaestio vexata about whether or not he is one of the few
internationally acclaimed social theorists who has written more books than
he has read. His writings spew forth ideas like a “swirl of Lacanized lava”
vomited up from an orifice deeply recessed in his Gothic laced unconscious.
The point to emphasize here is that his criticisms are staggeringly erudite
and scintillatingly innovative. The paroxysms that spike his ideas and his
cross-dressing of different codes recall surrealism. Reading Zizek is like be-
ing invited to drink formalist logic from Marcel Duchamp’s urinal. To some
of his critics, Zizek’s writing finds its Archimedean point in the desires that
it serves rather than in the unmasking of the auta ta pragmata or actual dis-
position of things. His volcanic theoretical constructs conveyed in the
thick-boned prose of a debt collector create an exciting contrast that have
captured the imagination of many progressive intellectuals. Whether one
believes that Zizek’s oeuvre represents a seismic shift in Marxist analysis or
avant-garde cultural criticism disguised as revolutionary struggle, it is im-
possible not to admire the scope and depth of Zizek’s theoretical under-
standing, especially his acute familiarity with and probing analysis of issues
that range across so many disciplinary traditions. One cannot but welcome
his brash attempt to break with the post-Marxist radical democracy project
spearheaded by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe.

Zizek’s peculiar strength is that he is able to respond to historical reality
as it is in the process of becoming unreality; his work has so persistently an-
ticipated the basic tendencies of the human psyche traumatized by daily life
in the orbit of capital that he can arguably be considered one of the most
brilliant cultural critics in the world today. His work does not betray the
eyes-averted ontological loathing of the masses or a cheery celebration of
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their outlawed passions. Yet his insights are those of a night crawler, a hyena
on methamphetamine, circling his topics with a presence so carnivorous
that he seemingly can ingest them without contact. Lacan is not so much
the origin of Zizek’s insights as the host upon which he feeds in order to
provide the sustenance that he needs to stalk his ever more elusive academic
prey. In canvassing the detritus of a world gone mad, Zizek makes popular
culture the springboard for his sans-culotte intellect. His mind effortlessly
careens into the theoretical stratosphere where it spins out of control like a
wounded Owl of Minerva, only to regain its balance and dive bomb its un-
witting victims—filmmakers, artists, politicians, writers, and the more sub-
lunar cultural critics who scurry about the charred ruins of capitalist culture
seeking explanations for the chaos.

His personal zeal for exposing the contradictions within the greater
logic of capital belies his obsessional fear of exposing personal aspects of
himself to the public. In a recent interview in Lingua Franca, he writes
that “For me, shopping is like masturbating in public” (Boynton, 1998).
In the 74C interview he notes that “for me, writing poetry would be mas-
turbating in public” (4). Here it appears as if Zizek doth protest too much.
Is this Zizek’s way of telling his readers: Try not to think of a purple ele-
phant!

The muscular force of his theory from which Zizek’s ideas are bench-
pressed into academic forums (such as the present 74C interview), serves
at times to exaggerate the power of his ideas—even to himself—rendering
Zizek vulnerable to his own press as the stupor mundi of psychoanalytic
marxism. But no theory is so strong that it can break down all the walls of
the historical world and on this humble point Zizek appears to uncharac-
teristically concur.

Zizek is passionately committed to a politics that shapes the contours
of the present and is at no loss of words in decrying the “false radicalism”
of leftists whose radical positions are so removed from everyday political
struggles that they partake of what he calls “interpassivity.” In other
words, their radical positions produce, in Zizek’s view, a “cul de sac of de-
bilitating impossibility” (Repeating, 3) because they do not let their ac-
tions get close to a certain limit. These radicals are, in Zizek’s view, noth-
ing more than imposters. The hidden logic of their positions assumes the
following form: “let’s talk as much as possible about the necessity of a rad-
ical change to make it sure that nothing will really change” (Repeating, 5).

Following a rather conventional format, I will comment on what I ap-
preciate most about Zizek’s work—not all of which is touched upon in the
FAC interview—followed by a discussion of what I perceive to be some
problems with and limitations of his work.
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OUTCLASSING IDENTITY POLITICS

Zizek is to be applauded for not following recent post-Marxist trends. For
instance, we do not see him rejecting the dialectic in favor of the more
fashionable varieties of ludic pragmatism, poststructuralist nominalism,
and obscurantist idealism for sale in the rag-and-bone shop of today’s the-
oretical marketplace. His brilliant defense of the dialectic is most wel-
come, especially by historical materialists such as myself. The absolute
centrality that Marx now plays in his work is not just fashionable theoret-
ical brigandism but a sincere attempt to rethink social relations outside of
the social universe of capital—a universe where there exists so much suf-
fering, oppression, and exploitation.

While admittedly he does not offer a brass-knuckle defense of revolu-
tionary marxism—in fact his Lacanized marxism proposes a fascinating
yet not unproblematic Hegelian re-reversal of marxism—it is none the
less possible for Marxists to appreciate the way that he has rejected the
poststructuralist obsession with identity politics and made the globaliza-
tion of capital a central theme in his most recent work. He appears to have
recognized the dilemma put forward by Meiksins Wood, namely, that
“Once you replace the concept of capitalism with an undifferentiated plu-
rality of social identities and special oppressions, socialism as the antithe-
sis to capitalism loses all meaning” (29). Given the obstacles to revolu-
tionary praxis put forward in poststructuralist criticism, it is worth
appreciating Zizek’s assertions that “the crucial point is how to create an
international political movement that would politicize economy itself”
and that “the old Marxist logic of capitalism generating its own contra-
dictions is still relevant” (7AC, 27).

Zizek importantly challenges the relativism of the gender-race-class
grid of reflexive positionality when he claims that class antagonism or
struggle is not simply one in a series of social antagonisms—race, class,
gender, and so forth—but rather constitutes the part of this series that sus-
tains the horizon of the series itself. In other words, class struggle is the spe-
cific antagonism that assigns rank to and modifies the particularities of
the other antagonisms in the series. In what I consider to be his most im-
portant work to date [coauthored with Judith Butler and Ernesto Laclau],
Contingency, Hegemony, Universality), Zizek militantly refuses to evacuate
reference to historical structures of totality and universality and argues
that class struggle itself enables the proliferation of new political subjec-
tivities (albeit that, ironically, relegate ‘class struggle’ to a secondary role).
As Marx has argued, class struggle structures ‘in advance’ the very terrain
of political antagonisms. Thus, according to Zizek, class struggle “is not
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the last horizon of meaning, the last signified of all social phenomena, but
the formal generative matrix of the different ideological horizons of un-
derstanding” (Repeating, 16-17). In Zizek’s terms, class struggle sets the
ground for the empty place of universality, enabling it to be filled vari-
ously with contents of different sorts (ecology, feminism, racism). He fur-
ther argues that the split between the classes is even more radical today
than during the times of traditional class divisions. Zizek takes the posi-
tion that post-Marxists have done an excellent job in uncovering the fan-
tasy of capital (vis-a-vis the endless deferral of pleasure) but have done lit-
tle to uncover its reality. Those post-Marxists who advocate for new social
movements—such as Laclau and Mouffe—want revolution without revolu-
tion; in contrast, Zizek calls for movements that relate to the larger total-
ity of capitalist social relations and which challenge the very matter and
anti-matter of capital’s social universe. Zizek’s strategic focus on capitalist
exploitation (while often confusing and inconsistent) rather than on
racial, ethic, gender, or sexual identity is a salutary one: “The problem is
not how our precious particular identity should be kept safe from global
capitalism. The problem is how to oppose global capitalism at an even
more radical level; the problem is to oppose it universally, not on a par-
ticular level. This whole problem is a false one” (F4C, 31). What Zizek
sets himself against is the particular experience or political argument. An
experience or argument that cannot be universalized “is always and by
definition a conservative political gesture: ultimately everyone can evoke
his unique experience in order to justify his reprehensible acts” (Repeat-
ing, 4-5). Here he echoes Ellen Meiksins Wood who argues that capital-
ism is “not just another specific oppression alongside many others but an
all-embracing compulsion that imposes itself on all our social relations”
(1994, 29). He also echoes critical educators such as Paulo Freire who ar-
gues against the ‘basism’ of the position which claims that experiences
speak for themselves. All experiences need to be interrogated for their
ideological assumptions and effects, regardless of who articulates them or
from where they are lived or spoken. The critical pedagogical act of in-
terrogating experiences is not to pander to the autonomous subject nor to
individualistic practices but to see those experiences in relationship to the
structure of social antagonisms and class struggle. History has not dis-
charged the educator from her mission of grasping the “truth of the pres-
ent” by interrogating all the existing structures of exploitation present
within the capitalist system where, at the point of production, material re-
lations characterize relations between people and social relations charac-
terize relations between things. The critical educator asks: How are indi-
viduals historically located in systematic structures of economic relations?
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How can these structures—these lawless laws of capital—be overcome
and transformed through revolutionary praxis into acts of freely associ-
ated labor, “where the free development of each is the condition for the
free development of all”?

Zizek considers capitalist democracy as infinitely perverse in the sense
that it can place a lot of energy in protecting the rights of a serial killer or
war criminal while at the same time supporting massive violations of the
rights of ordinary people. In his challenge to assist individuals in pene-
trating beyond what Habermas has called the neue undurchsichtlichkeir
(new opacity) of postmodern culture, Zizek has placed his political proj-
ect securely within a Marxist problematic. In his call to overthrow capi-
talism and liberal/bourgeois democratic arrangements, Zizek criticizes
contemporary theorists such as Judith Butler for insisting that human
emancipation has to occur in civil society against the state by claiming
that state power is itself split from within and that it has its spectral un-
derside. While he joins Butler in positing an unbridgeable gap between
ideal and imperfect reality, between the goal of a political project and the
limits of its realization, Zizek refuses this as the ultimate horizon of po-
litical engagement because he chooses to remain mindful of both the
shortcomings of his project and the importance of remaining enthusiastic
about it.

IDEOLOGY ON THE BRINK

Arguably, Zizek’s most important theoretical advance is his reconceptual-
ization of the theory of ideology, the theoretical contribution for which
he is best known. The idea of the unconscious has not lost its relevance
for Marxists, if for no other reason than the fact that the world economy
is dominated more than ever by the unconscious and unplanned mecha-
nisms of the world market. We have become victims of the market’s struc-
tural unconscious which has opened up humankind to the crises and wars
that result from attempts to control the productive forces.

Zizek’s cardinal concept of ideology repays close attention by Marxists,
especially those who have (rightly in my mind) abandoned Althusser yet
still yearn for a link between ideology and the unconscious. The concept
of ideology should have a singular purchase for Marxists, especially dur-
ing a time when the product of digitalized society is “interpassivity”—
where, according to Zizek, the subject is active while displacing onto an-
other the fundamental passivity of his or her being (74C, 19). Since we
are “entering the last stage of modernity at full speed” (fAC, 18), where
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cyberspace functions like a gnostic dream which tells us that we can all be-
come Gods, Zizek’s psycho-Marxist approach to ideology apparently will
help us free ourselves of our need for passive support (AC, 20) while
making our ascent to Mount Olympus. Clearly, for Zizek, such an ap-
proach is indispensable “in order to really grasp the paradoxes of con-
sumer culture” (7AC, 7).

Zizek’s conception of ideology is represented by a tear or a rip in the
fabric of the symbolic order by that which remains stubbornly resistant to
symbolization, by that which cannot be named or marked. We can loosely
describe this as a ‘structured absence’ or ‘missing fullness’—or what Zizek
calls a ‘fetishistic inversion’—that functions in the unconscious as a
specter. This phantasmic guardian or specter (the object 4 or “sublime ob-
ject”) protects this tear or gap in the unconscious from our awareness of
it. The purpose of the specter is to diguise the gap between reality and the
real by camouflaging the unmarked and the unmarkable real that subjec-
tivity must foreclose if it is to have ontological consistency; such an act of
disguise is necessary in order to protect reality’s dark secret: that we are
always already implicated in relations of domination and oppression. Thus
the sublime object or specter sustains the misrecognition necessary for
ideology to do its work and to maintain itself as a frame within which the
subject’s psychosocial fantasies are structured in dominance. In other
words, the mission of ideology is to render invisible the symbolic fiction
that passes for the real. Ideology reflects the untenable and unassimilable
notion that to assume the role of the subject of history is to be a priori im-
plicated in discursive regimes and social practices linked to race, class,
gender, and sexual exploitation.

Take the case of Timothy McVeigh. During the Gulf War McVeigh
drove a bulldozer that shoveled Iraquis into mass graves, some of them
buried alive. He referred to his Oklahoma bombing victims as “collateral
damage,” the same term the U.S. military used to describe Iraqi civilian ca-
sualties. During the war, he wrote to his mother that “after the first one, it
got easier.” In Zizekian terms, ideology writ large in this instance functions
to enable significant numbers of the public-at-large to misrecognize the
contradiction contained in the fact that George Bush’s war machine made
McVeigh a killer while George W. Bush wanted to execute him for taking
to the utmost extreme the violent logic around which the patriotism of his
country is structured. Ideology, in other words, works to contain the am-
bivalence felt in recognizing unbearable contradictions such as this. It does
this by supplying the subject with a nonsignifying surplus or jouissance that
helps make the ambivalence pleasurable. The dominant media certainly
have drawn an equivalence between executing mass murderers and patri-
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otism. We praise the executioners when mass murder is undertaken in the
name of war, but we condemn them when our erstwhile students of terror
turn their butcher’s skills against their teachers in the name of patriotism.

Today, as the United States and United Kingdom unleash their imperi-
alist armies of death and destruction against Iraq, in a preemptive war that
makes a mockery of international law, and as they pound Iraqi soldiers and
civilians under the banner of “Operation Iraqi Freedom,” the ontological
consistency of American identity is at risk of being shattered if the official
reasons for fighting this war were actually challenged by the American
public. So they relish in the ambiguity of whether or not the war is de-
signed to free the Iraqi people from a dictator and ferret out terrorists and
weapons of mass destruction or—as the war protestors have claimed—to
plunder the resources of the region, create a market for U.S. capital, and
gain geopolitical advantage in an increasingly unstable world. U.S. de-
mocracy can only survive its ongoing legacy of imperialism if the popula-
tion is discouraged from asking to many questions (on the basis that to do
so is unpatriotic) and if the majority of the population is motivated to mis-
recognize the real reasons for the war in order to avoid the trauma of de-
mocracy’s unconstitutive unfreedom.

Moving beyond the structuralist problematic of Althusser, whereby in-
dividual subjects (as defined by the intersection of historical and biogra-
phical vectors) are interpellated as subjects through a process of mis-
recognition, Zizek does not view ideology as functioning to distort or
disguise reality. He argues, instead, that ideology is not an illusion that
masks reality but a process that enables reality to be lived precisely by re-
fracting it and rendering its constitutive antagonisms oblique to our con-
scious mind. In other words, ideology structures the way that we perceive
reality such that we are motivated (through surplus desire) to misrecog-
nize it at the level of the socius. This misrecognition allows us to survive
the traumatic kernel of and our impossible encounter with the Real. To
glimpse inside the fissure that separates the Real from reality is to witness
the unthinkable, it is to discover that the sun has a cold, silken anus. Pre-
cisely in this fashion is the social able to be retrospectively constituted by
the terrain of the symbolic. Thus, the notion of ‘false consciousness’ (so-
cial practices are real but our beliefs about them are false) is rejected by
Zizek in favor of a view of ideology that posits the mechanisms by which
illusions constitute the prevailing structure of our social practices. As he
is wont to emphasize: ideology “prohibits something that it already claims
is itself impossible” (74C, 26).

Zizek explains this process by locating ideology within the logic of the

signifier, in the discursive structure of the unconscious where our social
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reality is engineered by fantasy and desire, where ideology effaces the threat
of social antagonism constitutive of capitalist subjectivity. Ideology, for
Zizek, is not an escape from reality but an escape to reality. But it is a spe-
cial kind of reality—an unconsciously mediated reality where presupposi-
tons are always already minimally posted, a special kind of reality that con-
ceals its scaffolding and the surplus-enjoyment that the unconscious serves
up in order to compensate for its motivated amnesia. This is what Zizek
refers to when he notes that ideology is a “false psychology” (7AC, 16) that
is imposed on individuals and internalized by them. He argues that ideol-
ogy sells individuals “new unfreedoms” . . . as freedoms . . . where some-
thing is really imposed on you by the external symbolic network but you
tend to identfy with it, to internalize it as your own free psychological
choice” (7AC, 16). Zavarzadeh puts it succinctly when he notes that “what
is regarded as ‘freedom’ of the individual subject is not ‘natural,” but is an
ideology effect: the dominant ideology posits the individual as free in order
that he/she may freely consent to the ruling regulations of production
which, through the social division of labor, produce and maintain (eco-
nomic) inequality (27-28). The notion of free choice therefore, “functions
practically as its opposite” (Zizek, 74C, 16). In other words, the only free
cheese is in the mousetrap. Ideology in this sense perpetuates what Marx re-
ferred to as ‘an imagined association’ of freely associated human beings.

We are reminded that ideology works paradoxically and becomes post-
ideological the moment it exposes its own soiled undergarments. Here
Zizek is emphasizing the point that in this age of cynical reason where the
brutal workings of capitalist machineries of oppression are laid bare for all
the public to see (do you remember how Ronald Reagan made racism
fashionable, how George Bush made Ronald Reagan fashionable, how
Clinton reduced welfare recipients to half-citizens, and how George W.
Bush began early on in his first presidential term to lay the ideological
groundwork for making the idea of public executions more palatable—
even attractive—within the quotidian habitus of his ‘compassionate’ con-
sumer citizenry?), ideology critique itself has become a fetish object that
conceals the social mode of production and the historical Real. Of course,
all this gets intensified when Zizek considers how subjectivity is isotopi-
cally constituted by the new media technologies. We become cyborgs, or
cyborg-communists, as the subtitle of the 74C interview indicates.

Zizek demands that we distinguish symptom (return of the truth in the
universalized lie) from fetish (the lie that enables the subject to sustain the
truth) and recognize that today ideology functions at the level of every-
day life in a way that is much closer to the notion of fetish. In the current
historical juncture, “we’ve passed from symptom to the functioning of
fetish” (AC, 10). Today it is important to identify our fetishes because, in
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the current historical juncture “in which nothing is repressed” (7AC, 9),
we have adopted “very cruelly realistic attitudes” (F4C, 9) sustained by
small fetishes. Here we see the contradictory process of ideological func-
tioning, as “fetish,” far from being impossible in a moment where no
thing is repressed, is the mode of appearance and condition of possibility
of an official position that nothing is repressed. Zizek, like Marx, believes
that fetishes are necessary forms of appearance of alienated life. Certainly
they have a moral claim to our attention. Having a less clear claim to the
attention of the revolutionary left is Zizek’s work on multiculturalism.

THE MULTICULTURALIST CANARD

In focusing on how multiculturalism functions, rather than on the con-
tradictions within its theoretical optic (F4C, 28), Zizek chooses the bold
path of criticizing liberal multiculturalism’s selected key signifier of ‘tol-
erance.” In doing so, he correctly emphasizes that multiculturalism fre-
quently works to legitimize the “logic of universalized victimization”
(FAC, 28) to the extent to which the Other becomes good insofar as she
remains a victim. He is also right to assert that a conventional approach
to multiculturalism too frequently “translates problems of economic and
political struggle into problems of fundamentalism and tolerance” (F4C,
29) and thus “obliterates the actual roots of intolerance” (F4C, 29) not to
mention psychologizing what are, in effect, material social relations.
Zizek clearly recognizes the fetishism of normative plurality within liberal
multiculturalism that occludes issues of social class and rejects the notion
of hegemony (see San Juan, 1995). Condemning the “patronizing, naive
attitude of ‘learn to cope, learn to tolerate each other’” that has infected
the liberal variant of multiculturalism—and admitting that this is his “only
problem with multiculturalism” (74C, 30, my emphasis)—Zizek goes on
to defend what he calls the positive notion of multiculturalism. This pos-
itive notion—that other cultures can be tolerant—is celebrated as a mod-
ern Eurocentric idea that is praiseworthy because it postulates a Cartesian
subject. In claiming that it is “only against the background of Cartesian
subjectivity that you can experience your own culture as something that
is contingent” (AC, 30, my emphasis), it might appear that the thrust of
his analysis is Eurocentric—as if he is saying, in effect, that only European
cultures (presumably those that reflect the Judeo-Christian tradition that
he supports) are capable of tolerance. Admittedly, there is some ambigu-
ity here. But as a historical materialist, he is also saying, in effect, that the
“cogito” is coterminous with capitalism and that capitalism itself is the
condition under which cultural tolerance emerges as a problem.
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While it is easy to agree with Zizek that communication among groups
is less in need of contextualization and more in need of an understanding
of their own political, economic, and cultural embeddedness (JAC, 23-24),
it is more difficult to swallow his idea that multicultural communication
can be nothing more than a “shared perplexity” (74C, 24) that follows
when two groups realize that they share the same problem (Zizek also de-
scribes this as the overlapping of two misunderstandings, 74C, 24) but do
not necessarily share the same approach to revolving the problem, assum-
ing it is resolvable. One of the difficulties with this perspective is that it
fails to specify on what basis non-Cartesian/Kantian subjects will be able
to communicate with Cartesian subjects, since according to Zizek only a
Cartesian/Kantian subject (“an empty subject, which, precisely because of
this needs identifications or fantasies in order to fill in its own gap,” 74C,
23) can experience the contingency of her own culture. One of the central
difficulties with Zizek’s pronouncements on multiculturalism is contained
in his argument that the ideological practices of Eurocentrism constitute
the very forces out of which multinational capital “thinks” itself. In mak-
ing this claim, he presumes that corporate capitalism is able to recuperate
any gains made by a critical multiculturalism. But, as Anna Kornbluh has
noted, critical muldculturalism is not always reducible to the same project
as multinational corporate capitalism insofar as the totality of capitalism is
not able to colonize fully—in advance—each and every space of ethnic,
racial, or class subversion.

There is no gainsaying that Zizek develops an important point when he
claims that a fundamental dimension of Eurocentrism is premised on the
belief that “we were somehow deprived of some original jewel of wisdom
that is then to be sought elsewhere” (J4C, 11) which leads to a false eval-
uation of the other (this is similar to the way in which the progressive ac-
ademic in the West “needs the dream that there is another place where
they have the authentic revolution so that they can be authentic through
an Other” [JAC, 20]). Admittedly, it is difficult to argue against the idea
that at the bloody heart of racism and patriarchy exists ideal Otherness. I
am prepared to give some credit to the notion that a false elevation of the
Other can be problematic on a number of fronts. For example, such an
uncritical elevation of the Other has instanced forms of idealization that
have had a troubling history, the Nazi idealization of the German peasant
being a case in point. And then there are those paradoxical instances of a
different register, such as Afrocentric ethnosociological readings of
Egyptian civilization, often paradoxically deriving their claims and meth-
ods from European sources, and sometimes unconsciously utilizing Eu-
ropean epistemologies to validate non-European ones, while simultane-
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ously denigrating European epistemologies. And we are also faced with
the chronic dilemma of the romanticization of cultures that have been
‘disappeared’ by European settlers and the cultural appropriation of mar-
ginalized groups by Euro-Americans. One also thinks of Ruth Beebe
Hill’s novel, Hanta Yo, and her depiction of, in the words of Ward
Churchill, “the collectivist spirituality of the nineteenth-century Lakota
as nothing so much as a living prefiguration of her friend Ayn Rand’s
grossly individualistic cryptofascism” (100). Not to mention the poet,
Gary Snyder, who sometimes pretends to see the world through the eyes
of an American Indian “shaman,” and Lynn Andrews, “an airhead ‘femi-
nist’ yuppie’” who has been putatively charged by the power of Jaguar
Woman and sent forth “to write a series of books so outlandish in their
pretensions as to make [Carlos] Castaneda seem a model of propriety by
comparison” (Churchill, 101). But when Zizek makes the claim that in-
digenous peoples “are as bad as we” (FAC, 11), he appears to shift the
goalposts. It is an unfortunate statement and if I were not familiar with
many of his numerous works, I would be tempted to claim that here he is
establishing a false equivalence between the elevation of the symbolic
Other and the elevation of the real Other. While his remark assumes a se-
lective affinity among himself and his interviewers (presupposing a mainly
Euro-American readership of the journal), it also appears to endorse an
“us-versus-them” positionality.

Zizek runs into serious problems that seemingly he is unable to sur-
mount when he makes the claim that Native Americans “also caused in-
numerable ecological catastrophes by killing too many buffaloes” (F4C,
11). However, upon closer examination, and in reading this statement in
the context of his other works, he appears to be doing something quite
different. By arguing that Native Americans are “just as bad as we,” he is
not trying to render American Indians as being “normal” like he and his
fellow Europeans (74C, 11), which would be an absurd—not to mention
pernicious—move. Rather, he is trying to underscore how ideology works
by incorporating the Other within itself—in this case, so that the domi-
nant white majority can recognize its secret longings in the Other that it
historically has all but vanquished. Whereas his comments in the 74C in-
terview appear contradictory, they are more clearly expressed in his writ-
ten work. For instance, in a recent essay, Zizek makes the claim that it is
precisely in the struggle against Eurocentrism by Euro-American liberal
multiculturalists that another—and more devious—species of racism is
produced. One such struggle is embodied in the false elevation of the
Other. The myth of Native Americans living in the undisturbed balance
with nature instead of trying to dominate and transform it is, according
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to Zizek, the ultimate racist myth, because it implicitly reduces Native
Americans “to beings who, like animals, left no traces of themselves on
their land, while ‘aggressive’ Western man cultivates it” (Repeating, 76).
What Zizek does not sufficiently elaborate upon is the way in which the
false elevation of the Other works in conjunction with the imperial de-
monization of the Other. What he could have emphasized in his critique
of liberal multiculturalism is the motivated amnesia of the European col-
onizers and ruling dictatorships everywhere who have attempted to erase
the traces of los olvidados whom they now ‘showcase’ as a display of their
morally elevated ‘tolerance.” One of the most powerful ways exercised by
the ruling classes for erasing the traces of a people whom they have
slaughtered and whom they continue to exploit is to erase their memo-
ries. Eduardo Galeano tells of a story by Spanish writer, Don Ramon
Gomez de la Serna, about a fellow who had such a bad memory that one
day he forgot he had a bad memory and remembered everything. The
colonizer continues to work hard to put memories to sleep. The danger,
of course, is to risk a re-birth of re-membering as a form of dangerous
memory, a re-awakening of subjugated knowledges, memories cathecting
with and catapulting revolutionary struggle into the guarded precincts of
hope. Eduardo Galeano notes that

A memory that’s awake is contradictory, like us. It’s never still, and it changes
along with us. It was born to be not an anchor but a catapult. A port of de-
parture, not of arrival. It doesn’t turn away from nostalgia, but it prefers the
dangers of hope. The Greeks believed memory was the sister of time and the
sea, and they weren’t wrong. (211)

Galeano is worth quoting at greater length on this issue:

Impunity is the child of bad memory. All the dictatorships that have ever
existing in Latin America have known this well. They’ve burned entire
mountain ranges of books, books guilty of revealing an outlawed reality
and books simply guilty of being books, and mountains of documents as
well. Military officers, presidents, priests: the history of burnings is a long
one, dating from 1562 in Mani de Yucatan when Father Diego de Landa
threw Mayan books into the flames, hoping to reduce indigenous memory
to ashes. To mention only a few bonfires: in 1870, when the armies of Ar-
gentina, Brazil, and Uruguay razed Paraguay, the historical archives of the
vanquished were torched; twenty years later, the government of Brazil
burned all the papers that testified to three and a half centuries of black
slavery; in 1983, the Argentine brass set fire to all the records of their dirty
war against their countrymen; and in 1995, the Guatemalan military did
the same. (211)
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Zizek is only partially successful in his critique of liberal multicultural-
ism. This is because he does not comment upon the danger in asserting
that Native Americans are “just as bad as we” as an antidote to the false
elevation of the Other—possibly because he meant the comment to be
“ironic.” In fact, there is a danger that Zizek will disappear into the lib-
eral multiculturalism that he so trenchantly contests. The argument that
the Other is “just as bad as we are” is an argument that liberal multicul-
turalists put forward all the time. It is the condition of possibility for the
comment that we should be antiracist because “all our blood runs red.”
Zizek is aware of this but he leaves the implications of this argument un-
addressed. It is the basis for a “colorblind” multiculturalism and sets up a
false equivalence that flattens or ‘symmetrizes’ the European/Other cou-
plet as if it were a ‘unity of opposition’ floating in some transcendental
ether when, in fact, this move camouflages the fact that at the level of the
materiality of social relations, the European/Other functions not as a bi-
nary opposition so much as a “distinction” within a dependent hierarchy
(see Anthony Wilden, 1980). The playing ground is far from equal today
and to assume otherwise is as naive as it is tendentious. One wonders how
such a dependent hierarchy could be rationalized by liberal multicultur-
alists as ‘normal.” Liberal multiculturalists offer the horrors of colonial
genocide an ‘alibi’ when they leave racism at the level of the signifer
where it remains sundered from the hierarchy of historical determina-
tions in existing capitalist social relatons—relations that shattered the
lives of millions of indigenous peoples through capital’s quest to dominate
nature and to exploit populations for their labor power. That this hierar-
chy exists is not so much the result of the return of the repressed vomited
up by a false elevation of the Other as much as it is the product of the vi-
olent acquisition of territory, the exploitation of nature, the quest for an
endless accumulation of capital, and the demonization of indigenous peo-
ples through criteriologies and systems of classification developed by sci-
ence, religion, and anthropology that constitute the center of the legacy
of European colonial conquest. At this point, one is reminded of Walter
Rodney’s systematic challenge to established contentions on the nature of
slavery in traditional African societies. In his now famous debates with
J. D. Fage, Rodney acknowledged and lamented both the participation of
Africans in the slave trade and practices of domination and exploitation
among Africans prior to the coming of the Europeans. However, Rodney
was able to point out how the trans-Atlantic character of slavery was es-
sentially alien to Africa and how it subsequently corrupted elements of in-
digenous African institutions and values (Adeleke, 2000). Here he ex-
posed African history as part of the myths of Eurocentric historiography
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in the academy that served “as a weapon of domination, keeping Africans
at home and blacks in diaspora” (Adeleke, 44).

In a similar vein, liberal multiculturalists fail to identify racial practice
as stemming from the structure of race rather than racism; in particular,
in the functioning of the master signifier of Whiteness (see Seshadri-
Crooks, 2000) linked to capitalist social relations of production. In other
words, they fail to identify the unconscious function of the signifier in the
constitution of the subject of race as one that is informed by whiteness as
a specific regime of looking that shapes the perceptual structure of ruling
class Euro-Americans—a regime given ballast by capitalist social relations
of production.

In steamrolling their ideas across the landscape of differences, liberal
multiculturalists level out the concept of difference itself so that now the
European putatively can become the subaltern Other of the Native Amer-
ican because, after all, they are just like us. In their desire to relativize the
Native American, to bring her down to earth, to reduce her to the North
American analogue of the multicultural Other, liberal multiculturalists
trivialize the unique historical determinations that create the objective
conditions for racism, no doubt a consequence of reading the Native
American from the standpoint of the European settler. Also, isn’t the re-
mark that Native Americans are “just like us” just another way of saying
“what belongs to you belongs to us.” This certainly helps to explain the
contemporary pillaging of Native American spirituality by white yuppies.
A comment by Russell Means, the leader of the American Indian Move-
ment, is apposite here: “What’s at issue here is the same old question that
Europeans have always posed with regard to American Indians, whether
what’s ours isn’t somehow theirs. And, of course, they’ve always answered
the question in the affirmative. When they wanted our land they just an-
nounced that they had a right to it and therefore owned it. When we re-
sisted their taking of our lands they claimed we were being unreasonable
and committed physical genocide upon us in order to convince us to see
things their way. Now, being spiritually bankrupt themselves, they want
our spirituality as well. So they’re making up rationalizations to explain
why they’re entitled to it” (cited in Churchill, 104).

The central problem with liberal multiculturalism so effectively un-
dressed by Zizek is that it delinks multiculturalism from its founding ges-
ture in global capitalist relations. It is one thing to admit that there are no
uncontaminated origins (cultures, philosophies, sciences) and that mult-
culturalism itself is a multiculturalism of impurity and contamination, it is
quite another to reduce all cultures to the same level of historical culpa-
bility (we are all sinners in our heart of hearts and thus should be bound
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together by our human frailty). The slaughter of Native Americans by Eu-
ropean imperialists cannot be reduced to an uncomfortable hiccup in the
drunken brawl of history. It is an event that continues to haunt the pres-
ent, one that should, at the very least, extract an acknowledgment from us
that the conditions of global capitalism from which European imperialism
sprang must also be held accountable. The supranational cultural identity
of the metropolitan European powers that has historically defined itself as
shouldering the White Man’s Burden of bringing universal values to bear
on Native Americans—a burden that had been nurtured by the “Helleno-
mania” that buttressed European chauvinism, that continues to be influ-
enced by the Aryan model of ancient history that banished the so-called
wisdom traditions in Egyptian, Hebraic, Babylonian, Mesopotamian, and
Sumerian cultures, excluding them from the canonical definition of phi-
losophy (Critchley, 19), that has always concealed its genocidal intentions
under the cloak of a civilizing mission—did not grow out of a vacuum nor
was it tributary to the racist and imperialist logic in the literary, religious,
philosophical, and scientific traditions of these empires. So I remain per-
plexed: From what ‘enlightened’ space are liberal multiculturalists speak-
ing when they claim that Native Americans are just like us? This resem-
bles the wish-fulfillment of the post-colonial critic whose views are
actually a symptom produced by Western master-theories of the sublime
(San Juan, 1995). To harbor the fantasy that you can “speak from the
standpoint of the excluded without being excluded, of wishing to speak
from the margins whilst staying at the centre” is to imbibe “the fantasy of
a romantic anti-Hellenism or Rousseauesque anti-ethnocentrism”
(Critchley, 20). Muldculturalism needs to be understood as often having
more to do with maintaining such fantasies than with defending the dream
of ethnic pluralism. In fact, it still has a great deal to do with camouflaging
imperialist aggression and defending imperial domination in various forms
throughout our transculturalized planet (Critchley, 1).

Zizek is acutely aware that muldculturalism too often is predicated on a
number of specious assumptions: that monoculturalism and nationalism
are often relegated to evils in themselves; that there has been an egre-
giously tendentious failure on the part of multiculturalist theorists to rec-
ognize that many Eurocentric universal values have been open to internal
contestation; that Eurocentric values also include pluralism and skepticism,
and that multiculturalism has too often ignored social relations implicated
in the globalization of capital. While Zizek correctly identfies the major
contradiction within the order of race—the institution of difference and
the desire for sameness (“contrary to the slogan that Western racism wants
to make the world uniform, I think it thrives on differences,” 74C, 11)—
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he does not sufficiently locate this contradiction in the specific investments
in the order of race by the subject of race; he also gives too little attention
to the desire of the white capitalist for absolute mastery of the nonwhite
Other. In short, by failing to expose more fully the contradiction of the or-
der of the European subject of race, Zizek falls prey to reproducing the
very Eurocentric/liberal multiculturalist prescriptions about race that he
ostensibly opposes; that is, he avoids encountering the desire at the heart
of the system of race founded on the master signifier of European white-
ness (is this a symptom of Zizek’s secret desire for sameness?). While
Zizek’s selective valorization of the Cartesian-Kantan-Hegelian abstract
subject of history (see Katz, 2000) does not prohibit him from being atten-
tive to historical determinations (in a long conversation with me in Los An-
geles, he readily admitted that the heinous crimes of the European colo-
nizers cannot—and should not—be compared with those of their victims),
he does not attempt to deal sufficiently with the traces of his own Euro-
centrism operative within the very terms he uses to critique liberal multi-
culturalism. This is not to say that his critique of liberal multiculturalism
does not have a great deal to offer.

CLASS STRUGGLE AS PRESENT ABSENCE

A provocative exchange between Zizek and Laclau occurs at the end of
Contingency, Hegemony, Universality. Here Laclau decries Zizek’s attempt
to distinguish between class struggle and postmodernism. Laclau links
Zizek’s call for the direct overthrow of capitalism and liberal democracy
to Zizek’s futile and irascible attempt to create a new version of the
base/superstructure model-—considered anathema by concessionary left-
liberal post-Marxists such as Laclau. Whereas leek sees class struggle as
spontaneously and tendentially more universal in its effects because it oc-
curs at the nexus of the capitalist system, Laclau believes that class strug-
gle should in no way be considered a privileged locus of universalistic po-
litical effects. For instance, Laclau believes that workers’ demands can be
as easily integrated into the system as any other group (292). However,
Zizek claims that he is not conceiving of the logic of capital as an “essen-
tialist anchor” that limits the struggle for hegemony but rather he argues
that the economy represents the positive condition of hegemonic struggle.
In contrast to Laclau, Zizek refuses to relegate the concept of class to that
of a floating signifier. He refuses, as well, to consider all elements that en-
ter into hegemonic struggle as—in principle—equal. Zizek sees class
struggle as overdetermining the horizon upon which multple struggles
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play out: political, economic, feminist, ecological, ethnic, and so forth. He
uses the example of “oppositional determination” to make a convincing
case that class struggle is that part of the chain of antagonisms that struc-
tures in advance the very terrain on which the multitude of particular
contents fights for hegemony.

When Laclau claims that Zizek’s anticapitalist/antipostmodernist
position as well as his opposition to the liberal-capitalist regime is mere
“empty talk” and a prescription for “political quietism and sterility”
(apparently because Zizek does not address the issues of bureaucracy
and social control of the productive processes), Zizek responds in kind.
He argues that Laclau’s support for what he calls the “democratic con-
trol of the economy” and “radical democracy” means either “palliative
damage-control measures within the global capitalist framework, or it
means absolutely nothing” (321). Zizek attempts to move beyond the
left-liberalism of Laclau by not treating it as an empty signifier, the
contents of which are to be struggled for within the horizon of the
democratic imaginary. This bold refusal on the part of Zizek is pro-
pelled by his realization that the contradictions now being spawned by
global capitalism “are potentially even more explosive than those of
standard industrial capitalism” (322). Here we need to appreciate the
significance of the break between Zizek and liberal proponents of rad-
ical democracy such as Laclau and Mouffe. For instance, Zizek’s desire
to “repeat Lenin” (to be distinguished from reinventing him) in the
Kierkegaardian sense—to retrieve Lenin’s “impulse” in the current his-
torical juncture—can be admirably contrasted to Laclau and Moulffe’s
reduction of the economy and material production to a limited empir-
ical sphere. Capital, for Zizek, is not a limited empirical sphere but
rather constitutes a sociotranscendental matrix that generates the to-
tality of social and political relations (Repeating, 38). But has Zizek
gone far enough? Has his work moved sufficiently beyond the “cos-
metic surgery” and “resignifications” of the liberal-democratic horizon
that he contests? Is his psychoanalytically driven dialectics rendered
detumescent in the face of the capitalist juggernaut?

One of the challenges of Zizek’s project is to provide a sufficient ex-
planatory framework for redefining the role of the proletariat in addi-
tion to her function within the “social form” of the party. For all the
clarion calls to dismantle global capitals that pullulate his work, his es-
sentially psychoculturalist strategies—while crucial to the revolution-
ary imagination—are insufficient in contesting the universalizing ef-
fects of the new hydra-headed forms of finance capital that he so
brilliantly analyzes and vociferously condemns. The unity of theory
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and practice is either evaded or resolved mainly at the level of theory,
although admittedly there are some recent indications that his work is
engaging the concept of praxis in his recent discussions of Lenin,
whose awe-inspiring leadership in 1917 reflected a pure, autonomous,
and ethical act in the Kantian sense.

In order to appreciate his assertion that we must “repeat Lenin” we
need to realize that Zizek’s assertion of materialism is not to be found in
a positioning of objective reality outside subjective mediation, but by ar-
guing that the external object effectively inheres in subjective mediation
itself and it is precisely this external object that prevents thought from
achieving or attaining full identity with itself. Zizek does not insist on the
(idealistic) notion of the independent existence of material reality outside
of consciousness. For Zizek, the partiality of the “subjective reflection”
occurs on the basis of the fact that the subject is included in the process
that it reflects. Thus, he ascribes to the ultimate perspectivism of figures
such as Deleuze—that the distorting aspect of a partial perspective is in-
scribed into the very material existence of things (Repeating, 87). In this
view, the infinite becomes the negative self-cancelling of the finite. Yet
Zizek’s perspective could be called materialist in the way that he articu-
lates class struggle. Zizek argues that the only universal class whose sin-
gularity (exclusion from the society of property) guarantees actual univer-
sality is the proletariat. The proletariat should not be considered the
negative of positive full essential humanity, or the “gap” of universality,
but rather the singularity of the social structure, the universal class or the
nonclass among the classes. Here, Zizek is describing class struggle as the
Form of the Social. In other words, all social phenomena are overdeter-
mined by it. Zizek sees class struggle as the traversing of the political
across the entire social body, which helps to explain why he attributes
tremendous importance to Lenin’s call for a consciousness that would be
introduced from the outside by intellectuals (i.e., vanguard party)—but
intellectuals who, while they may be outside the economic struggle, are
not outside of class struggle (Repeating, 11). When Lenin describes the
knowledge that intellectuals should deliver to the proletariat, he cautions
that this depends upon the status of this knowledge. According to Zizek,
Lenin’s wager is that universal truth (knowledge) and partisanship—the
gesture of taking sides—condition each other. Universal truth can be artic-
ulated only from a partisan position. (I would add: truth can only be ar-
ticulated from the perspective of class struggle. Class struggle is the
founding gesture of radical critique, declaring the impossibility of re-
maining neutral and affirming the strategic centrality of proletarian rev-
olution.) Intellectuals external to the proletariat are needed because the
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proletariat cannot perceive its own place within the social totality—a per-
ception that will enable it to accomplish its mission. This must be medi-
ated through an external element. Yet we need to remember that, for
Zizek, externality is strictly internal. The need for the Party stems from
the fact that the working-class is never fully itself (Repeating, 14). To un-
derstand the role of the party is to understand how Lenin was able to
form-alize Marx. For Lenin, the party becomes the political form of its
historical interaction with Marxist theory. The party stands for the forw of
our activity, not its interpretation. It is, in other words, the form of sub-
jectivity. The concept of form here has little to do with the liberal notion
of formalism—a space of neutrality, or a form independent of its contin-
gent context—rather, the concept of form here “stands for the kernel of
the Real, for the antagonism, which ‘colors’ the entire field in question”
(Repeating, 17). Zizek’s defense of Lenin’s concept of the party shares
much in common with Gramsci in the sense that Gramsci always advo-
cated for the party to educate (like a school) the spontaneity of the prole-
tariat so that the proletariat could gain a critical appreciation for its his-
torical potential and eventually overcome bourgeois hegemony. Here the
masses are not considered to be the repositories of truth. The role of the
political party as an educational and organizational entity is essential for
engaging in protracted struggle against the state (see Holst).

Zizek points out that Lenin’s greatness resides in his reaction to the
despair in 1914 brought about by the adoption of the patriotic line of the
Social Democratic parties. Out of the catastrophe of 1914, Lenin’s
utopianism was born in his desire to crush the bourgeois state and invent
a new communal social form without any police or bureaucracy—the
Lenin that many of us associate with The State and Revolution. Zizek
notes that Lenin’s close reading of Hegel’s Logic helped him discern the
unique chance of revolution. Kevin Anderson, Peter Hudis, and Raya
Dunaveyskaya, among other Marxist humanists, would certainly concur
on this point. All of them have written about the influence of Hegel’s
Logic on Lenin (underscored, for instance, in the sense that Lenin shifts
his understanding of cognition as something that not only reflects the
world but creates it). But Zizek fails to articulate the contractions be-
tween Lenin’s views of the state and revolution and his concept of van-
guardism and discipline from above. Zizek would do well to consider
further the ease with which a “vanguard” party becomes the basis for a
new bureaucracy after the revolution. According to Hudis (personal
communication), the question facing our generation, in light of all those
aborted and unfinished revolutions, is not simply “how to make the rev-
olution” but “how to avoid the tendency of revolutions to so quickly
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transform into their opposite” and create new forms of oppression. This
is where, according to Hudis, the need for new forms of organization
does make itself felt. In virtually every case we have of mass spontaneous
revolt against the conditions of capitalism, either in the “West” or the
supposedly “socialist” East in the twentieth century, the masses have es-
chewed centralized vanguard forms and have shown a marked prefer-
ence for decentralized, multiple forms of organization: Hungary 1956,
Paris 1968, Poland 1980, Seattle 1999. To Hudis, this suggests that the
means to achieving liberation has to somehow reflect the goal of libera-
tion itself, insofar as breaking down sharp divisions between “leaders”
and “led,” workers and intellectuals, and so forth, is concerned (isn’t this
the real meaning of ‘radical democracy’?). This is in no way an argument
against the need for an organization of “disciplined” revolutionaries
which exists independent of, so to speak, the spontaneous actions of the
masses. Hudis notes that even the greatest spontaneous outburst does
not by itself fill the theoretical void in the revolutionary movement, nor
provide full direction for its ultimate development. What is needed to-
day is an organization of committed Marxists, who see their responsibil-
ity as providing a full restatement of “what Marx’s Marxism means for
today.” What is needed is a revolutionary party that can challenge the
alienation of labor at the point of capitalist production. Zizek’s view of
the party is important in that he not only examines the ‘objective condi-
tions’ for revolution but also stresses the importance of human agency
in that he calls (after Badiou) the “event” (the seizure of power). Hudis
is critical of Zizek for dismissing Rosa Luxemburg’s concern for what
happens after the seizure of power so that the revolutionary process con-
tinues in permanence (News and Letters). The question becomes: What
is the nature of such a revolutionary organization for revolutionaries?
For Zizek, as for Lenin and Gramsci, this took the form of the party. Yet
Zizek offers little insight into revolutionary strategies that could be car-
ried out in this current historical era under the direction of a revolu-
tionary party. This is no doubt partly due to Zizek’s belief that today we
are not faced so much with the old Marxist choice between private prop-
erty and its socialization as with the choice between hierarchical and
egalitarian post-property society (a belief that I consider highly ques-
tionable). As evidenced in The Ticklish Subject, Zizek is “not preaching a
simple return to the old notions of class struggle and socialist revolu-
tion” and he acknowledges “the breakdown of the Marxist notion that
capitalism itself generates the force that will destroy it in the guise of the
proletariat” (352). While his attempt to “recover politics” is laudatory,
Zizek’s discussion of revolutionary class struggle fails to provide con-
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vincing strategies for contesting the rule of capital both in organiza-
tional terms and in terms of a coherent philosophy of revolution. It is
here where a Marxist humanist/historical materialist approach offers a
more lucid political response to the traumatic impasse of always already
existing in the intersection of various ideological fields.

In all, Zizek’s psycho-Marxism relies leans too heavily on a theory of
language that focuses on the erotogenic body and ignores the toiling
body. Granted, his work in this regard is a vast improvement on that of
Derrida, whose work is grounded in an “economy of fictitious capital”
(McNally, 2001) where our birth into language is detached from our ori-
gin in the bodies of others in the same way that money-capital is suppos-
edly self-generating, without an origin in labor. In their rage against de-
cidability, Derrida and his poststructuralist supporters deny the origin of
value in labor, in the life-giving, toiling, body in labor. Derrida, as you
will recall, argues that there is only ‘différance,” that unknowable form
prior to language, that condition of undecidability and the very condition
of possibility of that undecidability that permits the endless play of refer-
ence that Derrida famously discusses in his large corpus of work (Derrida
seems enraptured by difference and enraged by sameness, norms, stan-
dards). When Derrida makes the claim that différance is the most general
structure of the economy he denies the praxis and labor that ground eco-
nomic relations (McNally, 2001). For Derrida, the body is reduced to a
site of mediation where signification exceeds itself and undecidability
reigns supreme. Zizek argues that Derrida’s Specters of Marx is emblem-
atic of the problem in Derrida’s understanding of global capitalism. In
Derrida’s work there exists a tension between his avowedly anticapitalist
sentiment and his analysis of the irreducible spectrality that has to sup-
plement the gap of every positive ontological edifice as the prototran-
scendental a priori which opens up the space for the spectrality of capital
(Repeating, 38). This tension helps to explain why Derrida views Marx’s
critique of capital essentially as a form of reductionism. Derrida sees cap-
ital as an order that contains its own excess so that it already constitutes
its own difference and therefore lacks any fixed center to be subverted.
Contrast this to Marx, who argues that capital does not engender itself,
but exploits the workers’ surplus value. While Zizek is not prepared to
follow Derrida in dismissing the connection among discourse, subjectiv-
ity, and the production of value through laboring body, Zizek neverthe-
less leaves us with little more to work with than a strategic admonition:
Confront the Real of our desire, disinvest ourselves of our fantasy objects,
exorcise our specters, and decathect ourselves from economies of desire
and the fetish objects that help to sustain our disavowal. Zizek’s approach
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could be sharpened by bringing it into conversation with some ideas from
Walter Benjamin.

Benjamin’s project is a direct challenge against the autonomy of
thought, that is, against objective, concrete, sensuous life being subsumed
by the self-movement of thought. His critique of commodity fetishism
abolishes fetishes by undressing them, undoing them, and, through revo-
lutionary praxis, abolishing the capitalist social relations that produced
them. But by developing revolutionary praxis we also mean uncovering
redemptive possibilities within the commodity form itself. David Mc-
Nally (2001) discusses how Walter Benjamin realized the redemptive pos-
sibilities within the de-mythified and barren landscape of capitalism. In
his work on the flaneur, for instance, Benjamin conveyed the insight that
everyone in capitalist society is a prostitute who sells his or her talents and
body parts. We live in the charred world of capital, a dead zone inhabited
by corpses and decaying commodities. Benjamin argued that such a real-
ization can help break through the naturalization of history and enter the
terrain of historical action.

According to McNally, Benjamin effectively ruptures the myth of the
self-made social agent: We are all dead objects awaiting the meanings we
have yet to write, as McNally puts it. McNally sees Benjamin as estab-
lishing a political project in which the oppressed class must reclaim the li-
bidinal energies it has cathected onto commodities and rechannel them
into a revolutionary praxis, a praxis of historical struggle toward emanci-
pation, toward liberation. Revolutionary action involves the dialectics of
remembering and forgetting, of challenging the repressed bourgeois de-
sires linked to the rise of capitalism, and embodied in the collective
dreams of a pathological culture, a society gone mad. According to Mc-
Nally, Benjamin views the body as the site of a transformative type of
knowing, one that arises through physical action. Revolutionary practice,
for Benjamin, means cultivating a “bodily presence of mind.” We need to
locate new energies—in hip-hop, in art, in protest demonstrations (like
the Zapatistas)—without being reinitiated into the giddy whirl of bour-
geois subjectivity, its jaccuzzi reformism, and its lap-dog liberalism. That
can happen only when you have a collective political project that posits as
a central objective transforming through revolutionary praxis the material
and social practices under capitalism that deform human relations. Bring-
ing this about requires direction. For me, such direction comes from a
commitment not only to defeat the capitalists but also capital. Admittedly,
we are consigned by history to live in the disjunction between the defeat
of capital and the recognition that such a defeat is not likely to happen
soon.
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Zizek’s work points to the need for a materialist history of the laboring
body that can be linked to a quest for universality within the absolute
movement of becoming of which Marx so presciently spoke (see Ander-
son, 1995). A becoming whose condition of possibility is the transforma-
tion of capitalist social relations of production. Here the Marxist human-
ism of Raya Dunayevskaya proves to be of signal importance and is
another possible point of linkage to Zizek’s work.

What remains promising yet still largely underdeveloped in Zizek’s at-
tempt at a rapprochement between Marxism and psychoanalysis—a psycho-
Marxism, if you will—is a coherent pedagogy of the concrete. I use the term
pedagogy here in the Freirean sense of praxis. The purpose of a pedagogy
of praxis is to enable subjects to grasp the specificity of the concrete within
the totality of the universal—for instance, the laws of motion of capital as
they operate out of view of our common-sense understanding. Further-
more, a pedagogy of praxis plays a key role in enabling our understanding
of history as a process in which human beings make their own society, al-
though in conditdons most often not of their own choosing. It employs the
Hegelian-Marxist practice of double negation (absolute negativity) as a
hermeneutical device for examining the movement of both thought and ac-
ton by means of revolutionary praxis, or what Dunayevskaya (1973) has
called the ‘philosophy of history.” Dunayevskaya rethought Marx’s relations
to Hegelian dialectics in a profound way, in particular, Hegel’s concept of
the self-movement of the Idea from which Marx argued the need to tran-
scend objective reality rather than thought. Dunayevskaya notes how Marx
was able to put a living, breathing, and thinking subject of history at the cen-
ter of the Hegelian dialectic. She also pointed out that what for Hegel is Ab-
solute knowledge (the realm of realized transcendence), Marx referred to as
the new society.

A pedagogy of praxis is more like a ‘living philosophy’ than a psycho-
analytical practice such as Zizek’s in that it proceeds from social reality
and not from abstract concepts. Such a praxis is achieved by revolution-
ary agents not only by grasping the contradictions within their own posi-
tion within society but also by elevating the contradictions into a princi-
ple of knowledge and action (San Juan, 1995). The empbhasis here is on
helping students through ‘the labor of the negative’ in order to analyze
human development from the perspective of the wider social totality.
Critical analysis, however, must be part of a revolutionary praxis aimed at
replacing capitalist relations of production with freely associated labor
under socialism. This approach relies heavily on Marx’s appropriation of
the Hegelian dialectic, specifically how we can comprehend more clearly
the way in which the positve is always contained in the negative. Of
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course, Mésziros warns that positive transcendence by means of the nega-
tion of the negation cannot be envisaged in merely political terms but
must be concerned with the universality of social practices as a whole
(161). The point here is to develop a living philosophy that addresses both
the objective conditions of the laboring subject and the subjective condi-
tions for laboring agents to become revolutionary subjects.

While Hegel’s self-referential, all-embracing, totalizing Absolute is
greatly admired by Marx, it is, nevertheless, greatly modified by him. For
Marx, Absolute knowledge (or the self-movement of pure thought) did not
absorb objective reality or objects of thought but provided a ground from
which objective reality could be transcended. By reinserting the human
subject into the dialectic, and by defining the subject as corporal being
(rather than pure thought or abstract self-consciousness), Marx appropri-
ates Hegel’s self-movement of subjectivity as an act of transcendence and
transforms it into a critical humanism. Marxism, in this instance, becomes
the unity of the theory and practice of class struggle.

In her rethinking of Marx’s relationship to the Hegelian dialectic,
Dunayevskaya parts company with Derrida, Adorno, Marcuse, Haber-
mas, Negri, Deleuze, Mésziros, and others. She has given absolute nega-
tivity a new urgency, linking it not only to the negation of today’s eco-
nomic and political realities but also to developing new human relations.
The second negation constitutes drawing out the positive within the neg-
ative and expressing the desire of the oppressed for freedom. Second neg-
ativity is intrinsic to the human subject as an agent; it is what gives direc-
tion and coherence to revolutionary action as praxis. Subjective
self-movement through absolute negativity hastens forth a new relation
between theory and practice and can connect us to the realization of free-
dom. Absolute negativity in this instance becomes a consttutive feature
of a self-critical social revolution that, in turn, forms the basis of perma-
nent revolution for an associated humanity. The creation of a social uni-
verse not parallel to the social universe of capital (whose substance is
value) is the challenge here. The form that this society will take is that
which has been suppressed within the social universe of capital: socialism,
a society based not on value but on the fulfillment of human need. For
Dunayevskaya, absolute negativity entails more than economic struggle
but the liberation of humanity from class society. This is necessarily a po-
litical and a revolutionary struggle and not only an economic one. This
particular insight is what, for me, signals the fecundating power of
Dunayevskaya’s Marxist-humanism—the recognition that Marx isn’t talk-
ing about only class relations but also human relations. Human relations
can be liberated by transforming the current objective economic condi-
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tions that imperil human dignity and survival worldwide. A dialectical
grasp of the “working day” is necessary for such a transformation to oc-
cur. A coherent philosophy of revolution can “educate” revolutionary
consciousness and give direction to human praxis.

Dialectical movement is a characteristic not only of thought but also of
life and history itself. But today it appears that history has overtaken us,
that the educational left is running a losing race with history. Conse-
quently, we require a pedagogy whose critical practices are not defanged
by resignation or despair, a critical pedagogy that meets the conditions of
the current times. We need to understand that diversity and difference are
allowed to proliferate and flourish provided that they remain within the
prevailing forms of capitalist economic and social arrangements.

Zizek’s ideas on capitalism, multiculturalism, racism, gender, and
ideology—while often dazzling and courageous—have a mixed cur-
rency in the development of a Marxist revolutionary praxis. Combin-
ing Lacan, popular criticism, and a critique of political economy is an
ecclectic gambit that carries various freight. One does not need to pop-
ulate one’s language with speechifying ‘oughts,” messianic calls for the
overthrow of the state, sky-punching rallying cries to storm the barri-
cades, or placard-waving sloganeering designed to empty the adrenal
glands in order to give class struggle its due. I am not asking Zizek to
be like Hope, the ‘maniac maid’ in Shelley’s “The Mask of Anarchy”
and rouse the masses to “Rise like Lions after slumber” and agitate the
“many” against the few. After all, for all of Zizek’s calls to overthrow
the capitalist state, Zizek rejects such strategies and tactics as woefully
outmoded. But in Zizek’s attempt to revitalize Marxist theory, he needs
to specify how class struggle, as the defining problematic of his project,
can proceed apace without the proletariat as the major motor of con-
testation. Consequently, it is unclear how Zizek would suggest that we
proceed—organizationally—in our mission to slay the beast of capital.
The contradiction between the forces of production and its system of
ownership and control is still the fundamental historical force that
leads to revolutionary change. That this central contradiction remains
insufficiently developed in Zizek’s work enfeebles his avowed socialist
project.

As revolutionary Marxists, we are not seeking the spontaneous self-
development of human capacities but the transformation through class
struggle of the exploitation of labor within capitalist social relations.
Zizek’s work can greatly assist us in understanding the constitutive desire
that enables these social relations to reproduce themselves. But in order
to effectively challenge the universalization of the logic of capital and its
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relations of exploitation, the left needs to link a politics of intelligibility
to a praxis of revolutionary struggle in order to transcend them. To ac-
complish this we will need to look beyond Zizek, but his ideas can still
prove fruitful in such a search.

NOTES

In preparing this response, I am grateful to Anna Kornbluh, Ramin Farahmand-
pur, and Noah DeLissovoy for their suggestions.

This chapter was previously published as Peter McLaren, “Slavoj Zizek’s
Naked Politics: Opting for the Impossible, a Secondary Elaboration,” Fournal of
Advanced Composition 21 (2001): 613-47.

1. Zizek’s unblushing support of the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia has, by his
own admission, left much of the democratic left aghast. Zizek’s comments fail to ex-
plore the connection between the NATO bombings and U.S. policy of global mili-
tary intervention against socialist countries who refuse to make sufficient room for
international finance capital or countries whose leaders oy to enforce IMF austerity
policies but whose governments are deemed too unstable. The bombing of Yu-
goslavia as a way of forcing Yugoslavia to hand itself over to the free market increases
the valency of Aijaz Amad’s recent remark: “The power of capital comes today, as it
has always come, out of the barrel of a gun” (1996, p. 32). In his remarks on the
NATO bombings, Zizek fails to account for the singular universals that would de-
fine a general Serbian left or that would re-politicize the economy (Katz, 216-17).
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Anthony Giddens—The Last Global Theorist

David Scott

Anthony Giddens has been described as the last of the global narrativists
and a defender of modernity, though he prefers to describe himself as a
late or high modernist. What distinguishes him from philosophers of a
postmodernist persuasion is that he is not prepared to abandon universal-
izing modes of thought and description. He thus rejects a wide range of
postmodernist themes—the delegitimization of the transcendental self,
the localization of knowledge, and a distaste for universalizing modes of
thought and global narratives. He is concerned to defend not just an ap-
propriate set of methods for describing the world but a realist ontology as
well. As we will see, this defense of realism has been criticized from both
postmodernist and critical realist perspectives. Furthermore, his latest
foray into practical politics (cf. Giddens, 2000a, 2000b) has left some be-
mused by his inability to translate highly abstract sociological and philo-
sophical concepts into a language which can mediate reality at a practical
level. This chapter will focus on his theory of structuration and its impli-
cations.

The most intractable problem which social theory has attempted to
solve is the relationship between the individual and society. This has in
the last part of the twentieth century been understood as a relationship
between structure and agency, thus incorporating a further element into
the dualism—that of freedom to choose as against being constrained by
social forms. If the latter is overemphasized, critics have suggested that
this acts to marginalize human agency and indeterminacy. These social
forms may comprise class relations, linguistic structures, biological mech-
anisms, or whatever. This can be contrasted with social theories which in
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turn place an undue emphasis on the creative or intentional dimension of
human activity and which as a result marginalize the effects of structures,
in particular the way human beings are both immersed in and constrained
by the way society is constructed.

For Archer (1988, 1995), a persistent critic of Giddens, downward con-
flation refers to the first of our positions, where “structure and agency
are conflated because action is treated as fundamentally epiphenome-
nal” (Archer, 1990: 81), and thus agency becomes a pale shadow in dis-
cussions of social theory. The second position comprises, for Archer, a
case of upward conflation, and this is where, representing the exact op-
posite, “structure is held to be the creation of agency” (Archer, 1990:
84). She further suggests, for example, that “the neo-phenomenological
school asserts the primacy of agency by reducing the structural context
of action to a series of inter-subjectively negotiated constructs” (Archer,
1990, 84). For her, both these positions are flawed. She does, however,
suggest two other positions: the first of these is what she calls central
conflation, popularized by Giddens (1984) as a theory of structuration;
the second is a morphogenetic/morphostatic framework, which has the
virtue for her of avoiding some of the problems implicit in upward,
downward, and central conflation.

For the time being we need to note, as Giddens does, that rejecting
both oversocialized and overindividualized perspectives is central to any
proper development of social theory and furthermore to the adoption of
a coherent methodological stance. The procedures and methods of edu-
cational and social research cannot afford to ignore these insights and
therefore have to take account of a properly argued view of both agency
and structure and the relationship between them. This position, then, im-
mediately distances itself from more pragmatic versions of educational
and social research propounded by Bryman (1988) among others. For
Bryman (1988) no necessary linkage has been established between episte-
mology and methodology; that is, neither an actual nor a logical connec-
tion has been convincingly shown to exist. However, with regards to the
first point, it is possible to suggest that what researchers have done in the
past cannot be a guide as to what they will do or should do in the future.
In relation to the second point, Giddens suggests that there is a logical re-
lationship between epistemology and methodology, and indeed between
epistemology and ontology. How we understand these important rela-
tionships is a crucial determining factor in the methods and procedures
we adopt as we seek to understand social practices. An oversocialized view
of the relationship condemns us to the adoption of methods which fail to
capture the intentional dimension of human agency in the production and
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reproduction of social institutions. Likewise, too great an emphasis on
agency may be reflected in the adoption of methods which signally fail to
capture the institutionalized nature of social life.

The most potent of the theories which Archer calls central conflation
then is structuration theory. For Giddens (1984: 2), “The basic domain of
study of the social sciences, according to the theory of structuration, is
neither the experience of the individual actor, nor the existence of any
form of social totality, but social practices ordered across space and time.”
However, in his desire not to reify these social practices, he is at pains to
reconfirm his essential thesis: structural properties exist, and then only
fleetingly, in their insubstantiation by social actors as they carry on their
daily routinized activities. Structural properties therefore have a virtual
existence which again has implications for how they can be known.
Though Giddens is prepared to accept that human agents may have ac-
quired a store of tacit knowledge which they are unable to articulate in the
course of an interview, for example, and that they may be unaware of
many of the structural features which define the contexts within which
they act, and even that they may be motivated by unconscious forces
which are at odds with their professed reasons for action, ‘@// social actors,
no matter bow lowly, have some degree of penetration of the social forms which
oppress thems’ (ibid: 9, my italics). Structural properties therefore cannot be
understood or analyzed outside of the reasons social actors have for their
actions.

The subject matter of empirical enquiry, its ontology, as a result, avoids
any form of reification and at the same time places individuals and col-
lectivities of individuals as central to the production and reproduction of
social life. For Giddens, the persistent patterning of social life that he and
others have observed occurs because of the routinized nature of social
life—social actors are much more likely to make choices which reproduce
existing structural properties than make choices which lead to limited or
fundamental changes in those structural properties. However, even in this
case, the reproductive activity does not go behind the backs of social ac-
tors, but is a consequence of their active participation in the process.

There are also methodological implications of the framework devel-
oped above. Giddens (ibid.) elucidates four levels of social research. The
first is the hermeneutic elucidation of the frame of meaning of the social
actor(s) involved. The second is the investigation of context and the form
of practical consciousness. The third is the identification of the bounds of
knowledgeability and the fourth is the specification of institutional or-
ders. His argument is that quantitative researchers either pay insufficient
attention to the first or collect data about it in the wrong order or ignore



232 David Scott

it altogether. What this schema also implies is that a purely phenomeno-
logical perspective is inadequate. This is so for four reasons: first, social
actors operate in unacknowledged conditions, that is, societal structures
which position the social actor; second, there are unintended conse-
quences of his/her actions; third, social actors operate through tacit
knowledge which is hidden by virtue of what it is, or at least is not artic-
ulated during the formation of explanations of action; fourth, the social
actor may be influenced by unconscious motivation. What this points to
is the inevitable objectification involved in social research (that is, the go-
ing beyond the purely phenomenological perspective) (cf. Bhaskar 1989).
However, as Giddens argues, this going beyond, in order for the explana-
tion to be valid, has to involve an understanding of the perspectives of so-
cial actors and the implication of this is that methods have to be used
which do not distort those meanings. There is always an ethnographic
moment in social research and this cannot legitimately be written out by
quantitative researchers.

Giddens’s theory of structuration therefore is composed of four inter-
related propositions (Clark, 1990). The first of these is that social theory
needs to focus on social practices, and not on individual action (for exam-
ple, methodological individualism) or social determinism (for example,
structural functionalism or neo-marxism). The second proposition is that
human beings are knowledgeable agents with powers to make a differ-
ence. Furthermore, they have the capacity to monitor their own actions
and thus change the practical setting of action. The third of these propo-
sitions suggests that these social practices are ordered across space and
time. Social actors draw on these structural properties, but are never ab-
solutely constrained by them. Finally, what follows from this is the fourth
of his propositions, which is that structure is both the medium and the
outcome of human interaction and thus human agency is responsible for
both the production and the reproduction of society.

For Archer, one of Giddens’s principal critics, structuration theory pro-
vides a partial and misguided view of social reproduction and systemic
change. She rejects his approach because “it fails to specify when there
will be 7ore voluntarism or mzore determinism” (Archer, 1990: 77, my ital-
ics). She argues that structuration theory embraces two images, both of
which she wants to reject: the hyperactivity of agency and “the rigid co-
herence of structural properties associated with the essential recursiveness
of social life” (Archer, 1990, 77). The first of these follows from Giddens’s
desire to avoid reification of structural properties, in that structures are
deemed to have only a virtual existence. Thus rules and resources only
have substance in their instantiation by human agents. Even in relation to
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the essentially recursive nature of society, this is only achieved through
the active collaboration of agents and groups of agents. Though Giddens
denies that he is offering an idealist perspective, the realism of his view-
point rests on the notion that human beings are actively engaged in the
continual process of making and remaking society. It does not rest on the
existence of mechanisms in society which may or may not be activated by
human agency.

This criticism of structuration theory, that is, its hyperactivity and
rigidity at one and the same time, leads us inevitably to the second crit-
cism which has been made, and this refers to the weak argument he makes
for realism. It is weak not because it is inadequately argued for, but be-
cause its effect is to discount the existence of real structural properties.
Critdical or transcendental realists (cf. Bhaskar, 1979) make a number of
conceptual moves which give substance to a real world. The first of these
moves is to distinguish between the epistemological and the ontological
realms; that is between the realms of knowing and being. Indeed, the con-
flation of the two leads to theorists being guilty of the ontic fallacy. The
constant conjunction of events which we can observe are merely the ap-
pearance of reality. What they do is reflect real mechanisms which can
operate causally, but do not make themselves known in any immediate
sense. For Bhaskar, social reality consists of three domains or levels: the
real, the actual, and the empirical. The first of these, the real, comprises
those mechanisms, powers of which drive actual events (his second do-
main) which produce actual experiences at the empirical level. These
events are real whether they are observed or not. However, they may be
and if they are they operate within the empirical domain. A theory is re-
alist, therefore, if it accepts that: first, something exists whether it is
known or not; and furthermore it may still be real without appearing so;
second, all claims to knowledge are fallible and dependent on current
ways of understanding developed by communities of knowers; third, all
claims to knowledge imply a going beyond mere appearance and these
underlying mechanisms may endure longer than their appearances and
make them possible, indeed, generate them; and fourth, reality may actu-
ally be counterphenomenal; in other words, knowledge of real structures
certainly will go beyond appearances, but in additdon may actually con-
tradict appearances. This stronger realist argument is an antidote to the
idealistic or weak realist arguments posed by Giddens above.

A third criticism of structuration theory is made by Archer, when she ar-
gues that “Giddens commits himself to an enormous coherence of the struc-
tural properties, such that actors’ inescapable use of them embroils everyone
in the stable reproduction of social systems” (Archer, 1990: 81). The key to
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Archer’s critique is that Giddens’s tight binding of structure and agency to
avoid structural reification does not allow a judgment to be made about par-
ticular structures working on human beings in particular ways, that is, some
are more binding than others, and some act in a more coercive way, and that
at different time points they may act coercively in different ways and to dif-
ferent degrees. Indeed, depending on circumstances and context, they may
not coerce at all. Conversely, the degree of enablement in structural proper-
ties can be determined only by empirical investigation of particular activities
embedded in particular contexts. As soon as we attempt to specify what that
degree of coercion or enablement might be in the form of a theoretical
model, we are immediately engaged in a process of reification which as a re-
sult fails adequately to describe what actually happened.

A fourth criticism centers on his inadequate conception of the relation-
ship between structure and agency in terms of time (cf. Archer, 1988). Be-
cause structure, for Giddens, is ever present in human interaction, and be-
cause this implies that the whole infrastructure is implicated in every
human act, it is not possible to understand structure as in any way separate
from the exercise of agency. Morphogenetic theory suggests otherwise.
Here, structure is analyzed separately from decisions made by individuals
and groups of individuals and precedes it. The morphogenetic perspective
is therefore sequential with endless cycles of structural conditioning/social
interaction/structural elaboration taking place. The danger of moving to-
ward this dualistic framework is that, as Outhwaite (1990) notes, structure
once again becomes reified, and human agency simply becomes a faint re-
flection of it. However, by stressing that many agential decisions have no
effect on structural properties and by suggesting that human beings have
the capacity to act outside of the compelling demands of structural prop-
erties, it is possible to understand a morphogenetic perspective as dualistic
but not reificatory.

A fifth area of concern focuses on the methodological implications of
structuration theory. Here, the problem is not so much one of inadequacy
but of neglect. Giddens (1984) repeatedly stresses that his theory cannot
provide a blueprint or set of procedures for the conduct of empirical re-
search. Rather, he suggests that structuration theory can only act as a
methodological guide to the specification of appropriate methods for em-
pirical enquiry. However, this acts to weaken the links which he has sought
to affirm between methods, strategies, epistemology, and ontology.

In order to pay full attention to these important relationships, social re-
searchers, bearing in mind the criticisms of structuration outlined above,
need to examine the following eight propositions (Scott, 2000). The first
of these conjoins the researcher to focus on relations or structural prop-
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erties at each tme point. These may or may not have been activated in
the particular circumstances under investigation, but provide access to
understanding the essential contexts of action. Second, the researcher
needs to attend to the interpretations of those relations by relevant social
actors. This is because they provide access to those structural properties
which position social actors. Third, they need to attend to relations be-
tween different structures at each time point. Instead of assuming that a
structural property always operates to effect human actions and interac-
tions at every time point, it is important to understand when, where, and
how these different structures are influential; and furthermore, what the
precise relationship is between them at specific moments and places dur-
ing these interactions. Fourth, they need to understand how those rela-
tions between different structures at each time point are perceived by the
relevant social actors. This is a necessary part of the research process be-
cause it provides access for the researcher to those real relations referred
to above, and because social actors’ perceptions of those relations consti-
tute a part of them. Fifth, the researcher needs to take account of the in-
tentions of social actors in the research setting. Actors may also be moti-
vated by unconscious forces which compel them to behave in certain ways
and which may conflict with the accounts they give of their reasons for
action. By examining the intentions of social actors, it is possible to make
a judgment about how much they know and how this impacts on decisions
they make. They also need to take account of the unintended conse-
quences of actions. Some activities may be designed, and thus have a de-
gree of intention behind them, which has the effect of changing structural
properties; others less so. But, more important, all actions have unin-
tended consequences to some degree. This is an important dimension to
the research enterprise. The seventh proposition is that they need to ad-
dress the subsequent effects of those intended and unintended actions on
structural properties. After each interaction, however limited, it is impor-
tant to examine social actors’ effects on those structures which provide
the contexts for future exchanges and interactions. Finally, the empirical
researcher needs to make an assessment of the degree of structural influ-
ence and the degree of agential freedom for each human interaction. This
is the crux of the matter because it allows the researcher to understand the
complex relationship between agency and structure at each time point.
Structuration theory provides a partial solution to the central problem of
social theory and to the methodological implications of developing an ap-
propriate understanding of the relationship between structure and agency.
It is being suggested here that Giddens’s solution fails to account for the
complexities of this relatonship, and, in the end, fails to offer a way forward



236 David Scort

for empirical researchers. However, his focus on the structure/agency rela-
tionship and his acute understanding of the status of descriptions re-
searchers and theorists may make about society have provided in the last
part of the twentieth century a resurgence of interest in this much neglected
area of theory.

This chapter has focused on his theory of structuration, and as a
result negelected most of his work in other fields. More recently he
has addressed issues dealing with time and space (Giddens, 1985a), the
nation-state (Giddens, 1985b), modernity (Giddens, 1990), self-identity
(Giddens, 1991), intimacy (Giddens, 1992), risk (Giddens, 2000c), glob-
alizaton (Giddens, 2000c) and the third way (Giddens, 1995, 2000a,
2000b). This neglect has been necessary because to do justice to this most
prolific of writers would require more space than is allowed for here.
However, his general focus on those aspects of twentieth-century human
relations has commanded universal attention, not least because he has al-
ways sought to reinvigorate our understanding of human action by pre-
serving agency in the face of functionalist, reductionist, determinist,
structuralist, and indeed, postmodernist attempts to reduce it to a weak
carrier of structural properties.
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Cyberfeminism with a Difference

Rosi Braidotti

In the city now there are loose components, accelerated particles,
something has come loose, something is wriggling, lassoing, spinning
towards the edge of its groove. Something must give and it isn’t safe.
You ought to be careful. Because safety has left our lives.

—Martin Amis, Einstein’s Monsters!

INTRODUCTION: POSTMODERNITY

In this chapter, T will first of all situate the question of cyber-bodies in the
framework of postmodernity, stressing the paradoxes of embodiment. I will
subsequently play a number of variations on the theme of cyber-feminism,
highlighting the issue of sexual difference throughout. Contrary to jargon-
ridden usages of the term, I take postmodernity to signify the specific his-
torical situation of postindustrial societies after the decline of modernist
hopes and tropes. Symptomatic of these changes is urban space, especially in
the inner city, which has been cleaned up and refigured through postindus-
trial metal and plexiglass buildings, but it is only a veneer that covers up the
putrefaction of the industrial space, marking the death of the modernist
dream of urban civil society.

This is primarily but not exclusively a Western world problem. The
distinct feature of postmodernity is in fact the transnational nature of its
economy in the age of the decline of the nation-state. It is about ethnic
mixity through the flow of world migration: an infinite process of hy-
bridization at a time of increasing racism and xenophobia in the West.?
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Postmodernity is also about an enormous push toward the “third-
worldification” of the “first” world, with continuing exploitation of the
“third” world. It is about the decline of what was known as “the second
world,” the communist block, and the recurrence of a process of ‘balka-
nisation’ of the whole Eastern European block. It is also about the decline
of the legal economy and the rise of crime and illegality as a factor. This
is what Deleuze and Guattari call ‘capital as cocaine.’ It proves the extent
to which late capitalism has no teleological purpose, no definite direction,
nothing except the brutality of self-perpetuation.

Last, but not least, postmodernity is about a new and perversely fruitful
alliance between technology and culture. Technology has evolved from the
Panoptical device that Foucault analyzed in terms of surveillance and con-
trol to a far more complex apparatus, which Haraway describes in terms of
“the informatics of domination.” Approaching the issue of technology in
postmodernity consequently requires a shift of perspective. Far from ap-
pearing antithetical to the human organism and set of values, the techno-
logical factor must be seen as coextensive with and intermingled with the
human. This mutual imbrication makes it necessary to speak of technol-
ogy as a material and symbolic apparatus, that is, a semiotic and social
agent among others.

This shift of perspective, which I have analyzed elsewhere?® as a move
away from technophobia, toward a more technophilic approach, also re-
defines the terms of the relationships between technology and art. If in a
conventional humanistic framework the two may appear as opposites, in
postmodernity, they are much more interconnected.

In all fields, but especially in information technology, the strict separa-
ton between the technical and the creative has in fact been made redundant
by digital images and the skills required by computer-aided design. The
new alliance between the previously segregated domains of the technical
and the artistic marks a contemporary version of the posthumanistic recon-
struction of a technoculture whose aesthetics is equal to its technological
sophistication.

All this to say that I wish to take my distance equally from, on the one
hand the euphoria of mainstream postmodernists who seize advanced tech-
nology and especially cyber-space as the possibility for multiple and polymor-
phous reembodiments; and on the other hand, from the many prophets of
doom who mourn the decline of classical humanism. I see postmodernity in-
stead as the threshold of new and important relocations for cultural practice.
One of the most significant preconditions for these relocations is relin-
quishing both the phantasy of multiple reembodiments and the fatal attrac-
tion of nostalgia.* The nostalgic longing for an allegedly better past is a hasty
and unintelligent response to the challenges of our age. It is not only cul-
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turally ineffecive—insofar as it relates to the conditions of its own historic-
ity by negating them; it is also a short-cut through their complexity. I find
that there is something deeply amoral and quite desperate in the way in
which postindustrial societies rush headlong toward a hasty solution to their
contradictions. This flight into nostalgia has the immediate effect of ne-
glecting by sheer denial the transition from a humanistic to a posthuman
world. That this basic self-deception be compensated by a wave of longing
for saviors of all brands and formats is not surprising.

In this generalized climate of denial and neglect of the terminal crisis
of classical humanism, I would like to suggest that we need to turn to ‘mi-
nor’ literary genres, such as science fiction and more specifically cyber-punk,
in order to find non-nostalgic solutions to the contradictions of our times.

Whereas mainstream culture refuses to mourn the loss of humanis-
tic certainties, “minor” cultural productions foreground the crisis and
highlight the potential it offers for creative solutions. As opposed to
the amorality of denial, “minor” cultural genres cultivate an ethics of
lucid self-awareness. Some of the most moral beings left in Western
postmodernity are the science-fiction writers who take the time to
linger on the death of the humanist ideal of “Mann,” thus inscribing
this loss—and the ontological insecurity it entails—at the (dead) heart
of contemporary cultural concerns. By taking the time to symbolize the
crisis of humanism, these creative spirits, following Nietzsche, push the
crisis to its innermost resolution. In so doing, they not only inscribe
death at the top of the postmodern cultural agenda but they also strip
the veneer of nostalgia that covers up the inadequacies of the present
cultural (dis)order.

In the rest of this chapter, I would like to suggest that first and foremost
among these iconoclastic readers of the contemporary crisis are feminist
cultural and media activists such as the riot girls and other ‘cyber feminists’
who are devoted to the politics of parody or parodic repetition. Some of
these creative minds are prone to theory, others—feminist science-fiction
writers and other ‘fabulators” like Angela Carter—choose the fictional
mode. While irony remains a major stylistic device, of great significance
are also contemporary multimedia electronic artists of the non-nostalgic
kind like Jenny Holzer, Laurie Anderson, and Cindy Sherman. They are
the ideal travel companions in postmodernity.

POSTHUMAN BODIES

It’s a good thing I was born a woman, or I'd have been a drag queen.

—Dolly Parton
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The quote from that great simulator, Dolly Parton, sets the mood for
the rest of this section, in which I will offer a survey of some of the
sociopolitical representations of the cyber-body phenomenon from a
feminist angle.

Let us imagine a postmodern tryptic for a moment: Dolly Parton in
all her simulated Southern Belle outlook. On her right hand that mas-
terpiece of silicon reconstruction that is Elizabeth Taylor, with Peter
Pan look-alike Michael Jackson whimpering at her side. On Dolly’s
left, hyperreal fitness fetishist Jane Fonda, well established in her post-
Barbarella phase as a major dynamo in Ted Turner’s planetary cathodic
embrace.

There you have the Pantheon of postmodern femininity, live on CNN
at any time, any place, from Hong Kong to Sarajevo, yours at the push of
a button. Interactivity is another name for shopping, as Christine Tam-
blyn® put it, and hyperreal gender identity is what it sells.

These three icons have some features in common: first, they inhabit a
posthuman body, that is to say an artificially reconstructed body.” The body
in question here is far from a biological essence: it is a crossroad of intensi-
tive forces; it is a surface of inscriptions of social codes. Ever since the ef-
forts by the poststructuralist generation to rethink a nonessentialized em-
bodied self, we should all have grown accustomed to the loss of ontological
security that accompanies the decline of the naturalistic paradigm. As Fran-
cis Barker puts it,% the disappearance of the body is the apex of the histori-
cal process of its denaturalization. The problem that lingers on is how to
readjust our politics to this shift.

I would like to suggest as a consequence that it is more adequate to speak
of our body in terms of embodiment, that is to say of multiple bodies or sets
of embodied positions. Embodiment means that we are situated subjects,
capable of performing sets of (inter)actions which are discontinuous in
space and time. Embodied subjectivity is thus a paradox that rests simulta-
neously on the historical decline of mind/body distinctions and the prolif-
eration of discourses about the body. Foucault reformulates this in terms of
the paradox of simultaneous disappearance and overexposure of the body.
Though technology makes the paradox manifest and in some ways exem-
plifies it perfectly, it cannot be argued that it is responsible for such a shift
in paradigm.

In spite of the dangers of nostalgia, mentioned above, there is stll
hope: we can still hang on to Nietzsche’s crazed insight that God is finally
dead and the stench of his rotting corpse is filling the cosmos. The death
of God has been long in coming and it has joined a domino effect, which
has brought down a number of familiar notions. The security about the
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categorical distinction between mind and body; the safe belief in the role and
function of the nation-state; the family; masculine authority; the eternal
feminine and compulsory heterosexuality. These metaphysically founded
certainties have floundered and made room for something more complex,
more playful, and infinitely more disturbing.

Speaking as a woman, that is to say a subject emerging from a history
of oppression and exclusion, I would say that this crisis of conventional
values is rather a positive thing. The metaphysical condition in fact had
entailed an institutionalized vision of femininity which has burdened my
gender for centuries. The crisis of modernity is, for feminists, not a
melancholy plunge into loss and decline, but rather the joyful opening up
of new possibilities. Thus, the hyperreality of the posthuman predicament
so sublimely represented by Parton, Taylor, and Fonda, does not wipe out
politics or the need for political resistance: it just makes it more necessary
than ever to work toward a radical redefinition of political action. Noth-
ing could be further from a postmodern ethics than Dostoyevsky’s
overquoted and profoundly mistaken statement that, if God is dead, any-
thing goes. The challenge here is rather how to combine the recognition
of postmodern embodiment with resistance to relativism and a free fall
into cynicism.

Second, the three cyborg goddesses mentoned above are immensely
rich because they are media stars. Capital in these postindustrial times is
an immaterial flow of cash that travels as pure data in cyber-space dll it
lands in (some of) our bank accounts. Moreover, capital harps on and
trades in body fluids: the cheap sweat and blood of the disposable work-
force throughout the third world; but also, the wetness of desire of first
world consumers as they commodify their existence into oversaturated
stupor. Hyperreality does not wipe out class relations: it just intensifies
them.? Postmodernity rests on the paradox of simultaneous commodifi-
cation and conformism of cultures, while intensifying disparities among
them, as well as structural inequalities.

An important aspect of this situation is the omnipotence of the visual
media. Our era has turned visualization into the ultimate form of control;
in the hands of the clarity fetishists who have turned CNN into a verb:
“I’'ve been CNN-ed today, haven’t you?” This marks not only the final
stage in the commodification of the scopic, but also the triumph of vision
over all the other senses.°

This is of special concern from a feminist perspective because it tends
to reinstate a hierarchy of bodily perception which overprivileges vision
over other senses, especially touch and sound. The primacy of vision has
been challenged by feminist theories. In the light of the feminist work
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proposed by Luce Irigaray and Kaja Silverman, the idea has emerged to
explore the potentality of hearing and audio material as a way out of the
tyranny of the gaze. Donna Haraway has inspiring things to say about the
logocentric hold of disembodied vision, which is best exemplified by the
satellite/eye in the sky. She opposes to it an embodied and therefore ac-
countable redefinition of the act of seeing as a form of connection to the
object of vision, which she defines in terms of ‘passionate detachment.” If
you look across the board of contemporary electronic art, especially in the
field of virtual reality, you will find many women artists, like Catherine
Richards and Nell Tenhaaf, who apply the technology to challenge the in-
built assumption of visual superiority which it carries.

Third, the three icons I have chosen to symbolize postmodern bodies
are all white, especially and paradoxically Michael Jackson. In his perverse
wit, hyperreal con ardst Jeff Koons (ex-husband of the posthuman Italian
porno star Cicciolina) depicted Jackson in a ceramic piece, as a lily-white
god holding a monkey in his arms. With great panache, Koons an-
nounced that this was a tribute to Michael Jackson’s pursuit of the per-
fectibility of his body. The many cosmetic surgery operations he has un-
dergone testifies to Jackson’s willful sculpting and crafting of the self. In
the posthuman worldview, deliberate attempts to pursue perfection are
seen as a complement to evolution, bringing the embodied self to a higher
stage of accomplishment. Whiteness being, in Koons’s sublime simplicity,
the undisputed and utterly final standards of beauty, Jackson’s superstar-
dom could be depicted only in white. Hyperreality does not wipe out
racism: it intensifies it and it brings it to implosion. One related aspect of
the racialization of posthuman bodies concerns the ethnic-specific values
it conveys. Many have questioned the extent to which we are all being re-
colonized by an American and more specifically a Californian ‘body-
beautiful’” ideology. Insofar as U.S. corporations own the technology, they
leave their cultural imprints upon the contemporary imaginary. This
leaves little room to any other cultural alternatives. Thus, the three em-
blems of postmodern femininity on whose discursive bodies I am writing
this could only be American.

THE POLITICS OF PARODY

Confronted with this situation, that is to say with culturally enforced
icons of white, economically dominant, heterosexual hyperfemininity—
which simultaneously reinstate huge power differentials while denying
them—what is to be done?
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The first thing a feminist critic can do is to acknowledge the aporias
and the aphasias of theoretical frameworks and look with hope in the di-
rection of (women) artists. There is no question that the creative spirits
have a head start over the masters of metadiscourse, even and especially
of deconstructive metadiscourse. This is a very sobering prospect: after
years of poststructuralist theoretical arrogance, philosophy lags behind
art and fiction in the difficult struggle to keep up with today’s world.
Maybe the time has come for us to moderate the theoretical voice within
us and to attempt to deal with our historical situaton differently.
Feminist have been prompt in picking up the challenge of finding politi-
cal and intellectual answers to this theoretical crisis. It has largely taken
the form of a ‘linguistic turn,’ that is, a shift toward more imaginative
styles. Evidence of this is the emphasis feminist theory is placing on the
need for new ‘figurations,” as Donna Haraway puts it, or ‘fabulations,’ to
quote Marleen Barr, to express the alternative forms of female subjectiv-
ity developed within feminism, as well as the ongoing struggle with lan-
guage to produce affirmative representations of women.

But nowhere is the feminist challenge more evident than in the field of
artistic practice. For instance, the ironical force, the hardly suppressed vi-
olence and the vitriolic wit of feminist groups like the Guerrilla or the Riot
Girls are an important aspect of the contemporary relocation of culture
and the struggle over representation. I would define their position in terms
of the politics of the parody. The riot girls want to argue that there is a war
going on and women are not pacifists, we are the guerrilla girls, the riot
girls, the bad girls. We want to put up some active resistance, but we also
want to have fun and we want to do it our way. The ever increasing num-
ber of women writing their own science fiction, cyberpunk, film scripts,
‘zines,” rap and rock music, and the likes testifies to this new mode.

There is definitely a touch of violence in the mode exposed by the riot
and guerrilla girls: a sort of raw directness that clashes with the synco-
pated tones of standard art criticism. This forceful style is a response to
hostle environmental and social forces. It also expresses a reliance on col-
lective bonding through rituals and ritualized actions, which far from dis-
solving the individual into the group, simply accentuate her unrepentant
singularity. I find a powerful evocation of this singular yet collectively
shared position in the raucous, demonic beat of Kathy Acker’s In Memo-
riam to ldentity,!! in her flair for multiple becomings, her joy in the re-
versibility of situations and people—her border-line capacity to imper-
sonate, mimic, and cut across an infinity of ‘others.’

As many feminist theorists have pointed out, the practice of parody,
which I also call ‘the philosophy as if, with its ritualized repetitions,
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needs to be grounded in order to be politically effective. Postmodern
feminist knowledge claims are grounded in life experiences and conse-
quently mark radical forms of reembodiment. But they also need to be
dynamic—or nomadic—and allow for shifts of location and multiplicity.

The practice of ‘as if’ can also degenerate into the mode of fetishistic
representation. 'This consists in simultaneously recognizing and denying
certain attributes or experiences. In male-stream postmodern thought,!?
fetishistic disavowal seems to mark most discussions of sexual difference.?
I see feminist theory as a corrective to this trend. The feminist ‘philoso-
phy of as if” is not a form of disavowal, but rather the affirmation of a sub-
ject that is both nonessentialized, that is to say, no longer grounded in the
idea of human or feminine ‘nature,” but she is nonetheless capable of ethic
and moral agency. As Judith Butler lucidly warns us, the force of the par-
odic mode consists precisely in turning the practice of repetitions into a
politically empowering position.

What I find empowering in the theoretical and political practice of ‘as
if’ is its potential for opening up, through successive repetitions and
mimetic strategies, spaces where forms of feminist agency can be en-
gendered. In other words, parody can be politically empowering on the
condition of being sustained by a critical consciousness that aims at the
subversion of dominant codes. Thus, I have argued!® that Irigaray’s
strategy of ‘mimesis’ is politically empowering because it addresses si-
multaneously issues of identity, identifications, and political subjectivity.
The ironical mode is an orchestrated form of provocation and, as such,
it marks a sort of symbolic violence and the riot girls are unsurpassed
masters of it.

T am sick and dred of Virtual Reality technology and cyber space being toys
for the boys. I am mildly amused and tolerably bored with the sight of re-
cycled aging hippies who, having failed to shake off their narcotic habits
from the 60%, simply resolved to transpose them to ‘video or computer
drugs.’ This is only a displacement of the pursuit of one solipsistic pleasure
onto another. I, as one of the riot girls, of the bad girls, want my own imag-
inary, my own projected self; I want to design the world in my own glorious
image. It is tme for the unholy marriage of Nietzsche’s Ariadne with
Dionysian forces; it’s time for the female death-wish to express itself by set-
ting up workable networks of translation for female desire into socially ne-
gotable forms of behaviour. It is time for history and the unconscious to
strike a new deal.

The metaphor of war is invading our cultural and social imaginary, from
rapmusic to cyber space. Let us take the example of popular music. I would
start with the realization of the decline of rock’n roll as a subversive politi-
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cal force, as evidenced by two parallel phenomena: one is the second com-
ing of what I call ‘geriatrics rock,’ that is to say the never ending ‘returns’ of
the Rolling Stones and other ‘cock rock’ relics from the 60%.1° Will they
ever retire? The second, far more problematic effect is the military use to
which rock’n roll has been put by the American army. Started in Vietnam,
the use of rock music as an assault weapon was perfected in the attack on
Noriega in Panama City.!¢

Now rap has taken over and masculinist war-mongering ‘gangsta rap’ im-
ages have taken over rap. Listen to the women’s rap band Salt’'n Pepper-
however and you will have to reconsider the inevitable connection between
subversive music and aggressive masculinity. Yes, the girls are getting mad;
we want our cyber dreams, we want our own shared hallucinations. You may
keep your blood and gore, whats at stake for us is how to grab cyber-space
so as to exit the old, decayed, seduced, abducted and abandoned corpse of
phallo-logocentric patriarchy; the death squads of the phallus, the geriatric,
money-minded, silicon-inflated body of militant phallocracy and its an-
nexed and indexed feminine other.” The riot girls know that they can do bet-
ter than this.

Creative writing in the fictional mode is another important example of
the politics of parody. Writing in postmodernity is not only a process of
constant translation but also of successive adaptations to different cul-
tural realities. This point is raised strongly by the Vietnamese Californ-
ian writer and filmmaker Trinh Minh Ha who, following Deleuze’s
rereading of Nietzschean Dionysian forces, speaks of: ‘writing in inten-
sity.” This indicates that writing marks an intransitive sort of becoming,
that is, the kind of becoming that intensifies one’s level of joyful creativ-
ity and pleasure.

Laurie Anderson’s performance-art is an interesting example of intran-
sitive becoming through an effective parodic style. Unsurpassed master in
the ‘as-if’ mode of creative expression,!” Laurie Anderson proposes a con-
ceptual universe where situations and people are always reversible. This
allows Anderson to depict a high-tech kind of continuum between differ-
ent levels of experience. In turn this makes for her extraordinary talent to
evoke complexity in a minimalist mode.

Interventions in public spaces also form an important element of this
kind of artistic sensibility. For instance, Barbara Krueger’s large billboards
are strategically set up in huge intersections at the center of the metrop-
olises of the Western world. They announce ‘We don’t need another
hero’ with breathtaking force.!® In these days of postindustrial decay of
the urban space, artists like Krueger manage to return to the artwork the
monumental value that used to be its prerogative in the past, while also
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preserving its politically committed nature. Similarly, Jenny Holzer’s elec-
tronic panels flash right across the advertisement-infested skyline of our
cities and relay very politicized and consciousness-raising messages:
‘Money creates taste,” ‘Property created crime,” “Torture is barbaric,” and
so forth.!” Holzer also uses the airport spaces, especially the information
panels of luggage carrousels, to transmit her staggering messages, such as:
‘Lack of charisma can be fatal’ and ironical ones, such as; ‘If you had be-
haved nicely, the communists wouldn’t exist’ or: “What country should
you adopt if you hate poor people?’

Krueger and Holzer are perfect examples of postmodern, insightful,
and non-nostalgic appropriations of urban, public spaces for creative and
political purposes. In their hands, the city as an area of transit and passage
becomes a text, a signifying space, heavily marked by signs and boards in-
dicating a multitude of possible directions, to which the artist adds her
own, unexpected, and disruptive one. The guerrilla girls have been doing
this with supreme talent for years.

The public spaces as sites of creativity therefore highlight a paradox:
they are both loaded with signification and profoundly anonymous; they
are spaces of detached transition, but also venues of inspiration, of vi-
sionary insight, of great release of creativity. Brian Eno’s musical experi-
ment with ‘Music for airports’ makes the same point very strongly: it is a
creative appropriation of the dead heart of the slightly hallucinating zones
that are the public places.

THE POWER OF IRONY

One of the forms taken by the feminist cultural practice of ‘as if’ is irony.
Irony is a systematically applied dose of de-bunking; an endless teasing; a
healthy deflation of overheated rhetoric. A possible response to the gen-
eralized nostalgia of mainstream culture cannot be summarized, it can
only be performed:

No spectacular fin-de-siecle for us contemporary statistical units. No the-
atrical come back in broad daylight. We are the anti-Lazarus generation of
the post-Christian era. No cry of alarm, no tears. The age of tragic aes-
thetic arrest has been replaced by the principles of the photocopy—the
eternal absent-minded reproduction of the Sarne. Walter Benjamin and
Nietzsche with I.B.M. and Rank-Xerox.

Sitting in the post-Becket gloom I lost the last fragment of wholeness. I
had the impulse to wait, wait for the accelerated particles to come. Noth-
ing very tragic, just the steel-cold blue light of reason reducing us to in-
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significance. Life a mere re aching-out for non-being, a living ab-negation.
Love is dead in metropolis. My voice is dry and fading already. My skin get-
ting cracked and rougher at each clicklng of the digital mastermind. The
Kafkaesque plot is working its way through my genetic apparatus. I'll soon
be a gigantic insect and I shall die after my next attempt at copulation.

This is the way the world will end, my post-mortem lover, not with a bang
but with the whimpering buzzing sound of insects crawling upon a wall. The
long-legged spiders of my discontent, my heart a cockroach’s delight.
S(vimulating, dissimulation. They failed to keep the margin of negotiation
open, stayed right on target till they pushed us over the edge, drawing the
penphery to the centre and we were blasted off-balance. Aphasic. So beau-
tiful, ever so beautiful it made me long for the nine teenth century, before
god died. It must have been nice to say: “God, it is true!” and not feel the
probabilities pulling us apart.

Not that I mind the loss of the classical narrative. Lyotard tells all about
modernity and the crisis of legitimation. I don’t mind not having a single
shred of discursive coherence to rest upon. Conceptually, it is quite a stim-
ulating position, rich with epistemological potential, and yet I know: I have
already paid for this. Deep in the heart of the gaping hole of my heart I
mourn the loss of metaphysical grandeur, I mourn the death of love divine.
I miss the sublime, as we plunge headlong into the ridiculous.

Yes, the world will end, my post-Zarathustra friend. It will go out like a
brief candle. Dying is an art and one must have a flair for it. And you do it
exceptionally well, you do it so it feels like hell, you do it so it feels real.
We’re only killing time. I hope you make your killing in time.

Unconditional surrender, o Hiroshima mon amour, my own private
Enola Gay. What immortal eye drew your breath-taking dissymetry?
What injection of post-heideggerian angst, what fatal nuclear leak trau-
matized you into such a state of emotional incompetence? When did you
turn into such an autistic machine, a collection of non-integrated cir-
cuits? Where did your death-wish go right, my posthuman travel com-
panion?

You are a wire electrifying, when bared. Hardly a self, an entity, an indi-
vidual in any old humanistic sense of the term. Heraclitus revisited with
Deleuze, you embody the decapitated modern subject. You declared your-
self pure becoming, but you were actually a rnere reflector, a moving syn-
thetic image—one-dimensional and yet muld-functional.

Is this how one should read Deleuze’s machines désirantes? Is this what
Lyotard is getting at? And Baudrillard with his hyper-reel and the simu-
lacrum? Are all these just elaborate metaphors for the metabolic bankruptcy
we are going through? Of course all this necrophilic discourse makesme
nervous and if you had my brains you’d be nervous, too. I am a human,
sexed, mortal being of the female kind, endowed with langnage. Just call
me—woman.
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FEMINIST VISIONS ON SCIENCE FICTION

The posthuman predicament implies a blurring of gender boundaries. I
think this does not always work to the advantage of women, though.
Many feminists have turned to both writing and reading science fiction in
order to try to assess the impact of the new technological world upon the
representation of sexual difference.

All fans know that science fiction has to do with fantasies about the
body, especially the reproductive body. Science fiction represents alterna-
tive systems of procreation and birth, ranging from the rather childlike
image of babies born out of cauliflowers to monstrous births through un-
mentionable orifices. This gives rise to what Barbara Creed defines as the
syndrome of the monstrous feminine.?°

Thus, it is no coincidence that in Alien, a classic of this genre, the mas-
ter computer that controls the spaceship is called ‘Mother’ and she is vi-
cious, especially to the heroine (Sigourney Weaver). The maternal func-
tion in this film is displaced: she reproduces like a monstrous insect by
laying eggs inside people’s stomachs, through an act of phallic penetration
through the mouth. There are also many scenes in the film of ejection of
smaller vessels or aircrafts from the mother-dominated, monstrous and
hostile spaceshift. Mother is an all-powerful generative force, pre-phallic
and malignant: she is a nonrepresentable abyss from which all life and
death come.

Following feminist critics of science fiction, I want to argue that science-
fiction horror films play with fundamental male anxieties and displace it by
inventing alternative views of reproduction, thereby manipulating the fig-
ure of the female body. Julia Kristeva has argued that the ‘horror’ part of
these films is due to the play with a displaced and fantasized ‘maternal’
function, as holding simultaneously the key to the origins of life and to
death. Just like the Medusa’s head, the horrific female can be conquered by
being turned into an emblem, that is to say becoming fetishized.?!

Some of the forms of posthuman procreation that are explored in
science/fiction films are: cloning (The Boys from Brazil); pathenogenesis
(The Gremlins). Another topos is the impregnation of woman by aliens,
as in the fifties classic I Married a Monster from Outer Space, Village of the
Damned, and psychological dramas like Rosemary’s Baby. The production
of the human as machine is also quite popular; (Inseminoid, The Man
Who Folded Himself); this entails the intercourse woman/machine (as a
variation woman/devil) (Demon Seed, Inseminoid). Actually, Spielberg is
the master of male-birth fantasies. The film Indiana Jones is the perfect
example of this: there is no mother in sight, ever, but God the father is
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omnipresent. In the Back to the Future series he produced, the teenage
boy’s fantasy of being at the origins of himself is given full and pro-
longed exposure.??

Modleski has pointed out that in contemporary culture, men are defi-
nitely flirting with the idea of having babies for themselves. Some of this
is relatively naive, and it takes the form of experimenting with new and
definitely helpful social forms of new fatherhood.?* In postmodern times,
however, this male anxiety about the missing father must be read along-
side the new reproductive technologies. They replace the woman with the
technological device—the machine—in a contemporary version of the
Pygmalion myth, a sort of high-tech My Fair Lady.**

If you look at contemporary reconstruction of femininity and mas-
culinity through media culture, you cannot help being struck by its stale-
ness. Take for instance masculinity in the alternative Cameron-
Schwarzenegger or Cronenberg modes. Cameron and Cronenberg are
the great reconstructors of the posthuman masculine subject. They rep-
resent two opposed trends: Cameron takes a deep plunge into what
Nancy Hartsock calls ‘abstract masculinity’ by proposing a hyperreal male
body in the Schwarzenegger format. Cronenberg, on the other hand, ex-
plodes phallic masculinity into two diverging directions: on the one hand
the psychopathic serial killer and, on the other, the hysterical neurosis of
the overfeminized male. The latter is also celebrated by the Toronto-
based academics Arthur and Marielouise Kroker.

In cyberpunk, the theme of death and the ritual burying of the body
is so omnipresent that it overrules the procreative factor. We all know
how very male-dominated cyberpunk is, so to argue that it reflects male
fantasies and especially the male death wish would be an understate-
ment. Cyberpunk dreams about the dissolution of the body into the Ma-
trix (as in ‘mater’ or cosmic womb), in what strikes me as a little boy’s
final climactic return to Big Mama’s organic and forever expanding con-
tainer.

I find such images of the cosmos very sloppy, literally, but also quite es-
sentialistic in their portrayal of the cosmic force of the archaic mother as
the all-powerful container of death and life forces. Once again, sexual dif-
ference understood as dissymetry results in different positions on the is-
sue of the archaic mother.

We, the riot girls who have been persecuted, hassled and repressed by
Big Mama all our life; we who had to fight mama off our backs and chase
her out of the dark recesses of our psyche, we have quite a different story to
tell. Virginia Woolf s famous injunction that the creative woman needs to kill
‘the angel in the house’ that inhabits the most ancient layers of her identity
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is quite relevant. It is the image of the caring, nurturing, self-sacrificing soft
female that stands in the way of self-realization. Women cannot be expected
to share easily in the fantasy of a return to the Matrix, if anything, we want
out of it and fast.

We, the riot girls want our own dreams of cosmic dissolution, we want
our own transcendental dimension. Keep your own matrix dreams: your
death wish is not our death wish, so you’d better give us the space and
time to develop and express my own wishes, or else we will get really mad.
Anger will push us to punish you by deciding to enact, in our real, every-
day life, your own worst fantasies of just how obnoxious women can be.
As that other great simulator, Bette Midler, put it:

“Pm everything you were afraid your little givl would grow up to be—and your lit-
tle boy!”

In other words, as a female feminist who has taken her distance from tradi-
donal femininity and has empowered new forms of subjectivity, the riot girl
knows how to put to good use the politics of parody: she can impersonate
femaleness in her extreme and extremely annoying fashion. To avoid such
eruptions of female feminist anger, it may be advisable for us to sit down to
a good talk in order to negotiate margins of mutual toleration.

THE CYBER IMAGINARY

While this kind of negotiation goes on, the gender gap in the use of com-
puters, in women’s access to computer literacy, internet equipment, and
other expensive technological apparati, as well as women’s participation in
programming and in designing the technology will continue to grow wider.
Similarly, the gap between first and third worlds in the access to technology
will also go on. It is always at times of great technological advance that
Western culture reiterates some of its most persistent habits, notably the
tendency to create differences and organize them hierarchically.

Thus, while the computer technology seems to promise a world be-
yond gender differences, the gender gap grows wider. All the talk of a
brand new telematic world masks the ever-increasing polarization of re-
sources and means, in which women are the main losers. There is strong
indication therefore, that the shifting of conventional boundaries between
the sexes and the proliferation of all kinds of differences through the new
technologies will not be nearly as liberating as the cyber-artists and inter-
net addicts would want us to believe.
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In analyzing the contemporary cyber-imagination, a special point
needs to be made about the cultural production surrounding virtual real-
ity technology; this is an advanced brand of computer designed reality,
useful in its medical or architectural applications, but very poor from the
angle of the imagination, especially if you look at it in terms of gender-
roles. Computer-aided design and animation has the potential for great
creativity, not only in professional areas such as architecture and medi-
cine but also in mass entertainment, especially videogames. It originates
in technology to train air pilots to fly jet fighters. The Gulf War was
fought by virtual reality machinery (it still resulted in the usual butchery);
of late, the costs involved in producing Virtual Reality equipment have
simply decreased, so that people other than NASA are able to afford it.

Feminist researchers in this field have noted the paradoxes and the
dangers of contemporary forms of disembodiment, which accompany
these new technologies. I am especially struck by the persistence of
pornographic, violent, and humiliating images of women that are still cir-
culating through these allegedly ‘new’ technological products. I worry
about designing programs that allow for ‘virtual rape and virtual murder.’
For example, The Lawn Mower Man is one of the commercially released
films featuring ‘virtual reality’ images, which are in fact only computer
images. I find that it makes a very mediocre use of powerful images. The
subject of the film is a scientist who works for NASA and has devised very
advanced mind-manipulating technologies first using a chimpanzee as the
object of a scientific experiment later to be replaced by a mentally re-
tarded man, whose brain gets ‘expanded’ through this new technology.

The images of penetration of the brain are crucial to the visual impact
of this film: it is all about ‘opening up’ to the influence of a higher power.
You can compare this to Cronenberg’s ‘invaginated’ male bodies, pene-
trated by the cathode tube radiations of Videodrome and more recently to
the brains implants in fohnny Mnemonic. Thanks to this technology, the
retarded man blossoms first into a normal boy, then grows into a super-
human figure. The reconstruction of masculinity in this film shows an
evolution from idiot/little boy/adolescent cowboy/loses virginity/great
lover/macho/ rapist/murderer/serial killer/psycho. The film implicitly raises
questions about the interaction of sexuality and technologies, and both of
them as forms of masturbatory and masculinist power.

At an intermediary stage of his development, he claims he can see God
and he wants to share this experience with his girlfriend, to give her the ul-
timate orgasm. What follows is a scene of psychic rape, when the woman is
literally blown apart and goes out of her mind. The woman will be insane
from then on, as the boy progresses to become a god-like figure, a serial
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killer, and finally a force of nature. Thus, whereas the male mind gets first
to see and then to become god, the female one is just shown as cracking un-
der the strain.

A feminist watching this cannot help being struck by the persistence of
gender stereotypes and misogynist streaks. The alleged triumph of high
technologies is not matched by a leap of the human imagination to create
new images and representations. Quite on the contrary, what I notice is
the repetition of very old themes and clichés, under the appearance of
‘new’ technological advances. It just goes to prove that it takes more than
machinery to really alter patterns of thought and mental habits. The fic-
tion of science, which is the theme of science-fiction films and literature,
calls for more imagination and more gender equality in order to approx-
imate a ‘new’ representation of a postmodern humanity. Unless our cul-
ture can take up the challenge and invent suitably new forms of expres-
sion, this technology is useless.

One of the great contradictions of Virtual Reality images is that they
titillate our imagination, promising the marvels and wonders of a gender-
free world while simultaneously reproducing some of the most banal, flat
images of gender identity, but also class and race relations that you can
think of. Virtual Reality images also titillate our imagination, as is char-
acteristic of the pornographic regime of representation. The imagination
is a very gendered space and the woman’s imagination has always been
represented as a troublesome and dangerous quality as the feminist film
theorist Doane put it.?’

"The imaginative poverty of virtual reality is all the more striking if you
compare it to the creativity of some of the women artists I mentioned ear-
lier. By comparison, the banality, the sexism, the repetitive nature of
computer-designed videogames are quite appalling. As usual, at times of
great changes and upheavals, the potential for the new engenders great
fear, anxiety, and in some cases even nostalgia for the previous regime.

As if the imaginative misery were not enough, postmodernity is marked
by a widespread impact and a qualitative shift of pornography in every
sphere of cultural activity. Pornography is more and more about power
relations and less and less about sex. In classical pornography sex was a
vehicle by which to convey power relations. Nowadays anything can be-
come such a vehicle: the becoming-culture of pornography means that
any cultural activity or product can become a commodity and through
that process express inequalities, patterns of exclusion, fantasies of domi-
nation, desires for power and control.?¢

The central point remains: there is a credibility gap between the prom-
ises of Virtual Reality and cyberspace and the quality of what it delivers.
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It consequently seems to me that, in the short range, this new technolog-
ical fronder will intensify the gendergap and increase the polarization be-
tween the sexes. We are back to the war metaphor, but its location is the
real world, not the hyperspace of abstract masculinity. And its protago-
nists are no computer images, but the real social agents of postindustrial
urban landscapes.

The most effective strategy remains for women to use technology in
order to disengage our collective imagination from the phallus and its ac-
cessory values: money, exclusion and domination, nationalism, iconic
femininity, and systematic violence.

THE NEED FOR NEW UTOPIAS

Another qualitative leap is also necessary, however, toward the affirmation
of sexual difference in terms of the recogniton of the dissymetrical rela-
tionship between the sexes. Feminists have rejected the universalistic ten-
dency which consists in conflating the masculine viewpoint with the ‘hu-
man,’ thereby confining the ‘feminine’ to the structural position of
devalorized ‘other.” This division of social and symbolic labor means that
the burden of devalorized difference falls upon certain empirical referents
who can be defined in opposition to the dominant norm as: non-man, non-
white, nonowner of property, non-speaker-of-a-dominant-language, and
so forth.

This hierarchical organization of differences is the key to phallo-
logocentrism, which is the inner system of patriarchal societies. In this
system, women and men are in diametrically different positions: men
are conflated with the universalistic stand and therefore are confined to
what Hartsock defines as ‘abstract masculninity.” Women, on the other
hand, are stuck to the specificity of their gender as the ‘second sex.” As
Beauvoir observed: the price men pay for representing the universal is
disembodiment, or loss of gendered specificity into the abstraction of-
phallic masculinity. The price women pay, on the other hand, is loss of
subjectivity through overembodiment and confinement to their gen-
dered identity. This results in two dissymetrical positions.

Also, this produces two divergent political strategies when it comes to
looking for alternatives. The masculine and the feminine paths to tran-
scend the phallogocentric sociosymbolic contract diverge considerably.
Whereas women need to repossess subjectivity by reducing their con-
finement to the body, thus making an issue of deconstructing the body,
men need to repossess their abstracted bodily self by shedding some of



256 Rosi Braidotti

the exclusive rights to transcendental consciousness. Men need to get em-
bodied, to get real, to suffer through the pain of reembodiment, that is to
say incarnation.

A splendid example of this process is the fall of the angels from the in-
flated heights of the Berlin sky in Wim Wenders’s film: Der Himmel iiber
Berlin. When the angels do choose the path of embodiment, the pain of
incarnation is rendered with acute insight. Bell hooks astutely observed
the culture-specific nature of such an exercise, in her rather witty reading
of the Teutonic angst in this film.?” T think she correctly points out the
quintessentially Western character of the flight from the body and of the
related creation of abstract masculinity as a system of domination of mul-
tiple ‘others.” In her equally culture-specific account she emphasizes the
need for a revision of the phallogocentric sociosymbolic contract. How-
ever, Julia Kristeva also stresses the need for a redefinition of the position
of the female body in this system.

I would like to argue therefore that the central point to keep in mind
in the context of a discussion on cyberspace is that the last thing we need
at this point in Western history is a renewal of the old myth of transcen-
dence as flight from the body. As Linda Dement put it: a little less ab-
straction would be welcome.?® Transcendence as disembodiment would
just repeat the classical patriarchal model, which consolidated masculin-
ity as abstraction, thereby essentialising social categories of ‘embodied
others.” This would be a denial of sexual difference meant as the basic dis-
symetry between the sexes.

In the project of exploring the dissymetry between the sexes, I would
emphasize very strongly the importance of language, especially in the
light of psychoanalytic theory. In so doing, I also mean to take my dis-
tance from the simplistic psychology and the reductive cartesianism that
dominate so much cyberpunk literature and cyberspace technology. In
opposition to these, I would like to emphasize that Woman is not only the
objectified other of patriarchy, tied to it by negation. As the basis for fe-
male identity, the signifier Woman also and simultaneously pertains to a
margin of dissidence and resistance to patriarchal identity. I have argued
elsewhere that the feminist project intervenes on both the level of histor-
ical agency, that is, the question of the insertion of women in patriarchal
history and that of individual identity and the politics of desire. It thus
covers both the conscious and the unconscious levels. This deconstructive
approach to femininity is very strongly present in the politics of the par-
ody that I defended above. Feminist women who go on functioning in so-
ciety as female subjects in these postmetaphysical days of decline-of gen-
der dichotomies, act ‘as if’ Woman was still their location. In so doing,
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however, they treat femininity as an option, a set of available poses, a set
of costumes rich in history and social power relations, but not fixed or
compulsory any longer. They simultaneously assert and deconstruct
Woman as a signifying practice.

My point is that the new is created by revisiting and burning up the old.
Like the totemic meal recommended by Freud, you have to assimilate the
dead before you can move onto a new order. The way out can be found
by mimetic repetition and consumption of the old. We need rituals of
burial and mourning for the dead, including and especially the ritual of
burial of the Woman that was. We do need to say farewell to that second
sex, that eternal feminine which stuck to our skins like toxic material,
burning into our bone marrow, eating away at our substance. We need to
take collectively the time for the mourning of the old sociosymbolic con-
tract and thus mark the need for a change of intensity, a shift of tempo.
Unless feminists negotiate with the historicity of this temporal change,
the great advances made by feminism toward the empowerment of alter-
native forms of female subjectivity will not have the time to be brought to
social fruition.

" The answer to metaphysics is metabolism, that is to say a new embod-
ied becoming, a shift of perspective which allows individuals to set their
pace and rate of change while moving toward workable social forms of
consensus to readjust our culture to these shifts and changes. In her splen-
did text In Memoriam to Identity, Kathy Acker points out that so long as
“I” has her identity and her sex, “I” is nothing new. I would add also that,
as long as one believes in grammar, one believes in God. In modernity,
God died and though the stench from his rotting corpse has been filling
the Western world for over a century, it will take more than hysterical ex-
periments with bad syntax or the solipsistic fantasy of joy rides to get us
collectively out of his decayed but nonetheless still operational phallogo-
centric folly.

We rather need more complexity, multiplicity, and simultaneity, and we
need to rethink gender, class, and race in the pursuit of these multiple, com-
plex differences. I also think we need gentleness, compassion, and humor to
pull through the ruptures and raptures of our times. Irony and self-humour
are important elements of this project and they are necessary for its success,
as feminists as diverse as Hélene Cixous and French and Saunders have
pointed out. As the Manifesto of the Bad Girls reads: “Through laughter
our anger becomes a tool of liberation.” In the hope that our collectively
negotiated Dionysian laughter will indeed bury it once and for all, cyber-
feminism needs to cultivate a culture of joy and affirmation. Feminist
women have a long history of dancing through a variety of potentially lethal
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mine fields in their pursuit of sociosymbolic justice. Nowadays, women
have to undertake the dance through cyberspace, if only to make sure that
the joy-sticks of the cyberspace cowboys will not reproduce univocal phal-
licity under the mask of muldplicity, and also to make sure that the riot
girls, in their anger and their visionary passion, will not recreate law and or-
der under the cover of a triumphant feminine.
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Edward Said: The Locatedness of Theory

Bill Ashcroft

Edward Said is probably most familiar to readers as the author of Oriental-
ism and for his seminal role in the growing study of postcolonial cultures.
But this better known aspect of his cultural theory can be understood fully
only in the context of his view of the role of the intellectual in contempo-
rary society and the function of criticism itself. More far-reaching, perhaps,
than his work on orientalist representation, has been the concept of ‘world-
liness’” which underlies his view of the public intellectual’s relevance to so-
ciety and the locatedness of texts in their partcular ‘world.” Worldliness is
a fascinating aspect of a theory developed during the rise to prominence of
poststructuralism, because it is so manifestly contrary to the general trend
of critical theory over the last few decades. Despite the widespread celebra-
tion of Orientalism, and its pivotal place in postcolonial theory, it is the con-
cept of ‘worldliness’ which stands as Said’s most significant contribution to
critical theory. Worldliness underlies the project of Orientalism itself, and
perhaps more important, represents a view of the text, of the material situ-
ation of writing, of the flocation of literature, which will outlast the post-
structuralist anxiety which often haunts contemporary critical practice.
Worldliness is curiously appropriate to Said’s work since his paradox-
ical identity as a Palestinian, a celebrated (and irritating) public intellec-
tual and a widely féted academic cannot be easily separated from his crit-
ical theory. Said’s own peculiar locatedness, the paradox of his identity, is
so pronounced, and such a central feature of his cultural theory, that he
forces us to reassess the nature of the link between the text and its au-
thor. The trenchant consistency of Said’s position and the wide-ranging
scope of his interests have been obscured by two things: the dominance
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of poststructuralism in textual analysis over the last two decades and the
extraordinary prominence of Orientalism in his reputation as a cultural
critic. In the concept of worldliness we discover a principle which re-
trieves the materiality of the world for political and cultural theory and
which offers a powerful resource in the postcolonial insistence on the po-
litical importance of colonization. Said’s insistence on the materiality of
the text, the ‘worldliness’ of its production and reception, its being-in-
the-world, predates the euphoric reception of deconstruction by the
American academy in the seventies which Said helped introduce (1971,
1971a, 1972). As poststructuralism begins to wane, Said’s commitment to
‘worldliness’ remains as strong as ever. Yet one more paradox in a para-
doxical career, we find that Said’s extensive reputation as a cultural critic
is underpinned by his much lesser known intellectual position as a liter-
ary theorist, particularly his stance on textuality.

We can better understand the significance of worldliness when we un-
derstand how Said’s political consciousness emerged. He was well on the
way to establishing a distinguished but unexciting career as a professor of
comparative literature when the 1967 Arab-Israeli war broke out. That
moment changed his life. He suddenly found himself in an environment
hostile to Arabs, surrounded by an almost universal support for the Is-
raelis, and in which he, a respected academic, had become an outsider and
a target (Ali 1994). The 1967 war and its reception in America confronted
Said with the paradox of his own position; he could no longer maintain
two identities, and the experience began to be reflected everywhere in his
work. For the first time he began to construct himself as a Palestinian,
consciously articulating the sense of a cultural origin which had been sup-
pressed since his childhood and diverted into his professional career. The
poignancy of displacement is captured in his book on Palestine, After the
Last Sky, when he says: “Identity—who we are, where we come from,
what we are—is difficult to maintain in exile. . . .we are the ‘other,’ an op-
posite, a flaw in the geometry of resettlement, an exodus. Silence and dis-
cretion veil the hurt, slow the body searches, soothe the sting of loss”
(1986: 16-17). The question of identity for Palestinians has always been
vexed, because Palestinians have been, according to Said, excluded from
the state of Israel and consequently scattered throughout the world. For
him the Zionist slogan “A people without land [the Jews] for a land with-
out people [Palestine]”—saw Palestine as the European imperialist did, as
“an empty territory paradoxically ‘filled’ with ignoble or perhaps even dis-
pensable natives” (1980: 81).

The politicization of the young Edward Said had a profound effect on
his work, for he saw that even literary theory could not be separated from
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the political realities of the world in which it was written. Ten years after
the war he wrote his trilogy Orientalism (1978), The Question of Palestine
(1980), and Covering Islam (1981), which located Palestine as a focus of all
the issues of textuality and power which had been preoccupying him. The
significant thing about Said’s work is that we cannot separate this polit-
cal concern for the state of Palestine, this concern with his own identity
and the identity of Palestinians in general, from his conviction of the
function of the intellectual, and from his theoretical and literary analysis
of texts and insistence upon the way they are located in the world. We can
neither relegate his writings on Palestine to a kind of ‘after-hours’ jour-
nalism nor dismiss his theory as merely the professional activity of the
Palestinian activist.

It is this construction of identity which helps us to understand Edward
Said’s place in literary and cultural theory during the last four decades.
The facts of an individual’s life are not necessarily crucial to the direction
of their theory, and even mentioning them would be scandalous to most
poststructuralists. But with Edward Said, the conditions of his own life,
the ‘text’ of his identity, are constantly woven into and form the defining
context for all his writing. His struggles with his dislocation, his recog-
nition of the empowering potential of exile, his constant engagement
with the link between textuality and the world, underlie the major direc-
tions of his theory and help to explain his uncertain relationship with
contemporary theory. The issues which stand out in Said’s writing in-
clude: his concept of ‘secular criticism,” by which he means a criticism
freed from the priestly restrictions and unreflective certainties of intel-
lectual specialization; his concomitant advocacy of ‘amateurism’ in intel-
lectual life, and his belief in the importance of a text’s ‘affiliations’ with
the world rather than its filiations with other texts. These views have im-
portant corollaries in his view of intellectual work: first, a conviction of
the need for the intellectual’s actual or metaphoric exile from ‘home,’
since this frees the critical activity from factional interest: second, a pas-
sionate belief in the need for intellectual work to recover its connections
with the political realities of the society in which it occurs, to recognize
its ‘worldliness.” It is the relationship of criticism to the world which un-
derlies his exposure, in Orientalism, of the way in which the ‘Orient’ has
emerged as a discursive construction, and how contemporary ‘Islam’
continues to evolve as an alien construction of the West, indeed of the
way the West continually constructs its others. It also underlies his ‘con-
trapuntal’ reading, in Culture and Imperialism (1993), of the canonical
texts of imperial culture to expose the heavy, if invisible investment they
have in the imperial project.
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This question of worldliness, of the writer’s own position in the
world, gets to the heart of another paradox central to this consideration
of Edward Said’s work—how do we read texts? For, any text, Said’s in-
cluded, is constructed out of many available discourses, discourses
within which writers themselves may be seen as subjects ‘in process’,
and which they may not have had in mind when they put pen to paper.
Worldliness begins by asking one of the most contentious questions in
politically oriented theory: who addresses us in the text? And this is a
question we must ask of Edward Said’s work, for there is no other cul-
tural theorist who so intimately constructs his identity through his own
texts. Ultimately, worldliness is concerned with the materiality of the
text’s origin, for in this material being is embedded in the very materi-
ality of the matters of which it speaks; dispossession, injustice, margin-
ality, and subjection. In many respects it is this concept of worldliness,
a commitment to which underlies his examination of Orientalism,
rather than Orientalism itself which constitutes Said’s most strategic
contribution to postcolonial theory.

It is the approach to the text’s worldliness, and the desire for criticism
to actually speak to an intellectual’s public audience, that drives Said.
Contemporary intellectual work, and particularly attitudes to the text, he
claims, have fallen into the trap of specialization, a ‘cult of professional
expertise’ which has rendered them marginal to the pressing political
concerns of contemporary societies (1983: 1). In contrast, “Secular Criti-
cism” dispenses with ‘priestly’ and abstruse specialization in favor of a
breadth of interest and an ‘amateurism’ of approach which avoids the re-
treat of intellectual work from the actual society in which it occurs. No
matter how much intellectuals may believe that their interests are of
“higher things or ultimate values” the morality of the intellectual’s prac-
tice begins with its location in the secular world, and is affected by “where
it takes place, whose interests it serves, how it jibes with a consistent and
universalist ethic, how it discriminates between power and justice, what it
reveals of one’s choices and priorities” (1994: 89).

The secular trinity he espouses—‘world,” the ‘text,” and the ‘critic’—is
in direct contrast to the ‘theologies’ of contemporary theoretical schools
which lead, he claims, to a continually inward-turning professional criti-
cal practice. Leaving aside the rather perverse view of theology as neces-
sarily specialist and inward-turning, it is clear that he sees much intellec-
tual work as ‘cultish.” American criticism, he claims, had retreated, by the
seventes, into the labyrinth of ‘textuality,’ the mystical and disinfected
subject matter of literary theory. Textuality is the exact antithesis of his-
tory, for although it takes place, it doesn’t take place anywhere or anytime
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in pardcular. “As it is practiced in the American academy today, literary
theory has for the most part isolated textuality from the circumstances,
the events, the physical senses that made it possible and render it intelli-
gible as the result of human work” (1983: 4). Ironically, the increasingly
complex and even dazzling program of contemporary theory has left it
less and less to say to the society from which it emerges. “In having given
up the world entirely for the aporias and unthinkable paradoxes of the
text, contemporary criticism has retreated from its constituency, the citi-
zens of modern society, who have been left to the hands of ‘free’ market
forces, multinational corporations” (1983: 4).

The alternative to such specialization is a form of criticism from which
ambiguity and contradiction cannot be entirely removed but which hap-
pily pay that price in order to reject dogma. As JanMohamed puts it,
within this paradoxical formulation “criticism functions to define that
which is simultaneously to be affirmed and denied” (1992: 111). Criticism
is thus not a science but an act of political and social engagement, that is
sometimes paradoxical, sometimes contradictory, but which tries to avoid
solidifying into dogmatic certainty. The problem with Said, of course, is
that his textual theory has developed no clear way of distinguishing
dogma from commitment, nor has his own commitment always avoided
the lure of dogma.

The consequences of ‘worldliness’ for the critic are quite profound.
Said introduces the disarming, not to say disconcerting idea of the critic
as ‘amateur’, by which he means that the critic must refuse to be locked
into narrow professional specializations which produce their own arcane
vocabulary and speak only to other specialists. The cult of professional ex-
pertise in criticism is pernicious because it surrenders the actual material
and political concerns of society to a discourse dominated by economists
and technocrats. This situation occurs in every developed nation in the
world today, to the extent that economic and technological discourse is
regarded not only as being the best and most canny representation of the
real world but the only true reflection of human affairs. Questions of jus-
tice, oppression, marginalization, or hemispheric, national, and racial
equality are submerged almost entirely beneath the language of money
economy with its utopian dream that if the figures are right everything
else will fall into place.’

It is in such ‘amateurism’ that the worldliness of the critic can be fully
realized. Increasingly, critics have turned their backs on the circamstances
and real events of the society for which criticism actually exists. And a
very great part of this process has been the locking of the intellectual into
an inwardly focused and inwardly spiralling discourse only accessible to
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other professionals. The word ‘amateur’ is a useful one because its pejo-
rative connotations disrupt our sense of the function that the professional
intellectual fills in contemporary society. Asked why he used the term a7-
areur rather than ‘generalist,” Said replied that he was drawn to the literal
meaning of the French word which means a love of something, ‘very in-
volved in something without being professional’ (Ashcroft 1996: 8). Said’s
own work is ample demonstration of the somewhat ironically termed
business of the amateur. The amateur is one who believes that to be a
thinking and concerned member of society one can raise moral questions
about any issue, no matter how technical or professional the activity
(1993: 61). His province has been everything from literary theory, to tex-
tual criticism, history, discursive analysis, sociology, musicology, anthro-
pology, and all this emerging in a form of cultural studies which, above
all, has highlighted the politics of cultural difference in the postcolonial
world.

A crucial feature of the ‘amateur’s’ return to the world is the return to
an accessible writing style. In the priestly world of high theory, a “pre-
cious jargon has grown up, and its formidable complexities obscure the
social realities that, strange though it may seem, encourage a scholarship
of ‘modes of excellence’ very far from daily life in the age of declining
American power” (1983: 4). Style, as Said puts it, the recognizable, re-
peatable, preservable sign of an author who reckons with an audience,
neutralizes the worldlessness, the silent, seemingly uncircumstanced exis-
tence of a solitary text. This is particularly important for understanding
the way in which Said himself approaches the task of writing. At times (as
in Culture and Imperialism), the style seems discursive, conversational, and
even repetitive, which makes it appear to some as ‘amateurish’ and un-
theorized. But this style is crucial to Said’s project of confirming the
worldliness of his own texts because they always impute a nonspecialist
reader. The fact that this style, this balance might vary in more robust
venues such as journalism or correspondence to journals and replies to
other critics, indicates that the affiliations of the critic with the discourse
in which he or she is operating are constantly in play. The critical writer
is not a cipher of discourse any more than a novel is produced ‘simply’ by
its historical and social circumstances.

The attempt to produce a criticism which engages the real material
ground of political and social life is one Said has pursued unflaggingly
over the last twenty years. For him, criticism continually crosses the
boundaries between academic and journalistic texts, between professional
and public forums, and between professional specializations, for at base its
character and purpose are urgent and immediate. “Criticism must think
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of itself as life-enhancing and constitutively opposed to every form of
tyranny, domination, and abuse; its social goals are noncoercive knowl-
edge produced in the interests of human freedom” (1983: 29). The refusal
of ideological or theoretical dogma also underlies Said’s willingness to
consider what normally might be regarded as conservative positions, par-
ticularly in relation to the efficacy of historical and empirical scholarship,
alongside radical views of social and political relations.

Once we take criticism out of the professional domain of the literary
critic, we discover its transformative possibilities. Ultimately, criticism is
important to Said because criticism is the key function of the concerned
intellectual. Criticism locates the intellectual in the world, for the ulti-
mate function of such a person is not to advance complex specialized ‘the-
ologies’ but to ‘speak truth to power,’ the title of an essay in Representa-
tions of the Intellectual (1994). “How does one speak truth? What truth?
From whom and where?” (1994: 65). There is no way of providing a
global answer, but the intellectual must strive for freedom of opinion and
expression. The power of resistance comes in the ability of the author to
‘write back’ to imperialism, to speak ‘truth’ to injustice. Not only do hu-
man beings construct their truths, but “the so-called objective truth of the
white man’s superiority built and maintained by the classical European
colonial empires also rested on a violent subjugation of African and Asian
peoples” (1994: 67).

Despite a proliferation of the liberal rhetoric of equality and justice,
injustices continue in various parts of the globe. The task for the intel-
lectual is to apply these notions and bring them to “bear on actual situa-
tions” (1994: 71). This means taking a stand against one’s own govern-
ment, as Said does in the Gulf War, or against one’s own people, as he
appears to be doing in speaking out against the Oslo peace accord at a
time when there was considerable euphoria that it might have ended the
long-running battle between Israel and the Palestinians. In retrospect,
Said’s position appears to have been vindicated. The reason for speaking
‘truth to power’ in contemporary societies is to effect better conditions
to achieve peace, reconciliation, and justice. The intellectual follows
such a path not for personal glory but to change the moral climate.
“Speaking the truth to power,” says Said, “is no panglossian idealism: it
is carefully weighing the alternatives, picking the right one, and then in-
telligently representing it where it can do the most good and cause the
right change” (1994: 75).

The idea of ‘speaking truth to power’ is not without its paradox. For
what is it, we might ask, that would make power listen? As Bruce Robbins
suggests, it must be, partly, the assumption of power itself, the action of a
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counterauthority (1994: 29), the assumption of a power attached to a rec-
ognizable (and even celebrated) public identity which can make ‘power’
listen to ‘truth.” But how is this identity to be located? Paradoxically, the
intellectual seems only able to make power ‘listen’ to ‘truth’ by assuming
the authority of the professional, an act which runs counter to the very
secularism Said so vigorously espouses. When an article appears in a
newspaper anywhere in the world under the name ‘Edward Said’ people
pay attention: his fame is itself a form of power. This irony does not di-
minish the validity of his desire to speak out. Rather it demonstrates how
very complex and ambivalent the intellectual’s position can be.

In Representations of the Intellectual, Said poses an important question:
how far should an intellectual go in getting involved? Is it possible to join
a party or faction and retain a semblance of independence? Despite once
being a member of the Palestine National Council, which he joined as an
act of solidarity (but resigned after disputes with the leadership), Said ad-
mits to being cautious to surrendering himself to a party or faction. Ide-
ally the intellectual should represent emancipation and enlightenment,
and this can be done only in a ‘secular’ manner which prevents one from
seeing things in extremes with one side good and the other irreducibly
evil. Rather than ‘a politics of blame’ (1993: 45), by which Third World and
postcolonial societies become so locked into the habit of blaming imperi-
alism, that they forestall any strategies for change, Said posits a “more in-
teresting politics of secular interpretation” (1993: 46). Such a politics links
criticism to the possibility of a different world.

However, the postcolonial intellectual’s role is to act as a reminder of
colonialism and its continuing effects as well as to clarify and expand the
space which postcolonial societies have been able to carve out for them-
selves. This is precisely what intellectuals like Salman Rushdie, the
Kenyan novelist Ngugi wa Thiongo, and Pakistani scholar and activist
Egbal Ahmad (1933-1999) have been trying to achieve. Between colo-
nialism and its genealogical offspring there is what he terms “a holding

and a crossing over” (54). Many postcolonial writers bear their past within
them

as scars of humiliating wounds, as instigation for different practices, as po-
tentially revised visions of the past tending towards a future, as urgently re-
interpretable and re-deployable experiences in which the formerly silent na-
tive speaks and acts on territory taken back from the colonialist. (1993: 55)

The crossing over and the reinscribing by these postcolonial intellectu-
als is precisely the politics of secular interpretation. For them, the expe-
rience of colonization renders it impossible to draw clear lines between
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‘us’ and ‘them.” By their various efforts—historical, interpretative, and
analytical—these intellectuals “have identified the culture of resistance
as a cultural enterprise possessing a long tradition of integrity and power
in its own right, one not simply grasped as a belated reactive response to
Western imperialism” (Said 1990: 73).

One of the more enduring of Said’s convictions, one clearly emanating
from his own location, is the belief in the necessity of exile for the intel-
lectual and cultural critic. One of the best expressions of this necessity can
be found in a passage from a twelfth-century Saxon monk called Hugo of
St. Victor which Said uses more than once:

The man who finds his homeland sweet is still a tender beginner; he to
whom every soil is as his native one is already strong; but he is perfect to
whom the entire world is as a foreign land. The tender soul has fixed his love
on one spot in the world; the strong man has extended his love to all places;
the perfect man has extinguished his. (cited in Said 1984: 55)

Such an attitude not only makes possible an originality of vision but also
(since exiles are aware of at least two cultures) a plurality of vision (1984:
55). “Because the exile sees things both in terms of what has been left be-
hind and what is actual here and now, there is a double perspective that
never sees things in isolation” (1994: 44).

Exile is, for Said, a profoundly ambivalent state, for while it is an almost
necessary condition for true critical worldliness, “the achievements of any
exile are permanently undermined by his or her sense of loss” (1984: 49).
While it is “the unhealable rift forced between a human being and a na-
tive place” (49), nevertheless, the canon of modern Western culture “is in
large part the work of exiles” (49). This tension between personal desola-
tion and cultural empowerment is the tension of exile in Said’s own work,
a tension which helps explain his own deep investment in the link be-
tween the text and the world. For that very worldliness is the guarantee
of the invalidity of the text’s ownership by nation or community or reli-
gion, however powerful those filiative connections might be. Whether
talking about Eric Auerbach, Jonathan Swift, or Theodor Adorno, Said’s
contention—that the intellectual not only benefits, but in some sense
needs to be in exile to develop the capacities for free-ranging criticism, and
act out an intellectual endeavor freed from the debilitating effects of the
national and the partisan—is one which consistently informs his cultural
and political theory.

Perhaps the deepest paradoxes emerge from the intellectual’s relationship
to culture, because while he or she may be saturated by culture, the deep
link between that culture and place locates the exile within the unsettling
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provisionality of a diasporic culture. The connection between culture and
place does not mean simply connection to a nation or region, but includes
“all the nuances or reassurance, fitness, belonging, association, and com-
munity, entailed in the phrase ar bome or in place. . . . It is in culture that we
can seek out the range of meanings and ideas conveyed by the phrases be-
longing to or in a place, being at home in a place” (1983: 8). This places the
exile in a singular position with regard to history and society, but also a
much more anxious and ambivalent position with regard to culture:

Exile . .. is “a mind of winter” in which the pathos of summer and autumn as
much as the potential of spring are nearby but unobtainable. Perhaps this is
another way of saying that a life of exile moves according to a different calen-
dar, and is less seasonal and settled than life at home. Exile is life led outside
habitual order. It is nomadic, decentred, contrapuntal; but no sooner does one
get accustomed to it than its unsettling force erupts anew. (1984: 55)

But there is also a more interesting dimension to the idea of culture which
Said describes as “possessing possession. And that is the power of culture
by virtue of its elevated or superior position to authorise, to dominate, to
legitimate, demote, interdict and validate” (1983: 9). Culture is “a system
of values saturating downwards almost everything within its purview; yet
paradoxically culture dominates from above without at the same time be-
ing available to everyone and everything it dominates” (9).

Much of the contradictory nature of Said’s view of the interrelation of
exile, intellectual and culture, perhaps can be explained by the fact that for
him exile is both an actual and a metaphorical condition:

Exile for the intellectual in this metaphysical sense is restlessness, move-
ment, constantly being unsettled, and unsettling others. You cannot go back
to some earlier and perhaps more stable condition of being at home; and,
alas, you can never fully arrive, be at one in your new home or situation.

(1994: 39)

One can detect a certain slippage even here between the actual and the
metaphorical which suggests that for Said exile is also an act of will by in-
tellectuals, allowing them to stand outside the comfortable receptivity of
home or nation. For it is difficult to see how far the idea of metaphoric-
ity can be taken without dissolving the concept of exile altogether.
Certainly in the most powerful exilic influence upon Said, Theodor
Adorno, the combination of separation from home and the willed dis-
tancing from the everyday world seems complete. The “dominating in-
tellectual conscience of the middle twentieth century, whose entire career
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skirted and fought the dangers of fascism, communism and Western con-
sumerism” (Said 1994a: 40), Adorno is a figure whose intellectual and
personal life has uncanny echoes in Edward Said’s. But curiously, whereas
Adorno is the consummate example of the exiled intellectual, he is also
one who problematizes the notion, because “Adorno was the quintessen-
tial intellectual, hating 4// systems, whether on our side or theirs, with
equal distaste. For him, life was at its most false in the aggregate—the
whole is always the untrue” (1994: 41). In some respects, Adorno was an
exile before he left home. To what extent actual exile exacerbated the ten-
dencies of metaphoric exile already deeply embedded in his nature is a
matter of conjecture.

A characteristic paradox in Said’s celebration of exile, however, is the
surprising focus on European exiles like Adorno. While the dislocated
and displaced ‘European’ exile has been accommodated, celebrated, and
allowed a new ‘home,’ the position of the non-European exile has been
highly problematic. The dilemmas and plights faced by diasporic peoples
throughout the world have received at best cursory attention in the West.
Rather than accommodation, these ‘new’ exiles are seen as a threat to the
old order. They are represented as dislocating old inhabitants and, in
places such as London, Paris, Miami, New York, and the once exclusively
white suburbs of Johannesburg, the Anglo and French populations feel
weary and uncomfortable. The mood and place of these ‘new’ exiles has
been captured by the influential colonial discourse theorist, Homi
Bhabha. Reflecting on his own dislocation as a Parsee, Bhabha writes:

I have lived that moment of the scattering of the people that in other times
and other places, in the nations of others, becomes a time of gathering.
Gatherings of exiles and emigrés and refugees, gathering on the edge of
‘foreign’ cultures; gathering at the frontiers; gatherings in the ghettos or
cafés of city centres; gathering in the half-life, half-light of foreign tongues,
or in the uncanny fluency of another’s language; gathering the signs of ap-
proval and acceptance, degrees, discourses, disciplines; gathering the mem-
ories of underdevelopment, of other worlds lived retroactively; gathering
the past in a ritual of revival; gathering the present. Also the gathering of the
people in the diaspora: indentured, migrant, interned; gathering of incrim-
inatory statistics, educational performance, legal statutes, immigration sta-
tus. (Bhabha 1990: 291)

It should not be surprising that the ‘other,” non-European exile has not
been permitted to ‘settle.” The very construction of the ‘other,’” as elo-
quently demonstrated by Said in his Orientalism, is premised upon the dif-
ference between the Occident and the Orient. It is through this process
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of ‘othering’ that the Occident is able to ‘Orientalize’ the region. This
construction has a distinctly political dimension and nowhere is this bet-
ter exemplified than in imperialism. There is a power imbalance, then,
that exists not only in the most obvious characteristics of imperialism—
‘brute political, economic, and military rationales’—but also in terms of
culture. Hence, for cultures which have been denigrated and marginal-
ized within the dominant discourse, it would hardly be appropriate to cel-
ebrate their exiles. Furthermore, the ‘other’ exile is generally the product
of the fracturing and fissuring of societies that have endured the wrath of
colonialism and imperialism. That exiles such as Said have been able to
carve out some space from their peripherality and marginalization speaks
more about their resolve rather than the accommodation they have re-
ceived in the West.

Edward Said’s critical and cultural theory presents us with a remarkable
confirmation of the locatedness of theory itself. In an era of abstraction
Said’s insistent construction of himself as a marginalized Palestinian, an
exiled intellectual, provides a dynamic basis for his theory of worldliness
and his insistence on the social importance of criticism. Worldliness is not
simply a response to the structuralist revolution in criticism but a view of
the social function of criticism and the need for intellectuals to speak to
their constituency, to take back the ground lost to technocrats and bu-
reaucrats. Said’s passionate and sometimes argumentative defense of
Palestinian causes has provided a remarkably clear focus for his own
demonstration of this intellectual function. Whether in literary criticism
or social activism the worldliness of the critic determines his or her real
relations to power. Worldliness remains the source of that energy which
drives Edward Said’s own intellectual engagements with culture and pol-
itics. It is the dis-articulation of the exiled intellectual which provides the
strongest motivation to ‘speak truth to power’.
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“Antiglobalization” and
Guattari’s The Three Ecologies

Michael Peters

Work on oneself, in as much as one is a collective singularity; con-
struct and in a permanent way re-construct this collectivity in a mul-
tivalent liberation project. Not in reference to a directing ideology,
but within the articulation of the Real. Perpetually recomposing sub-
jectivity and praxis is only conceivable in the totally free movement of
each of its components, and in absolute respects of their own times—
time for comprehending or refusing to comprehend, time to be uni-
fied or to be autonomous, time of identification or of the most exac-
erbated differences.

—~QGuattari and Negri, cited in
“Translators’ Introduction,” Three Ecologies

Hoolidaying in what used to be a little medieval town on the Costa
Brava, trying both to escape the inconsistency of Glasgow’s summer
and to find some time for uninterrupted thought, I began to reflect
upon the events that characterized the so-called antiglobalization
protests at Genoa only a few weeks earlier.! The English daily media,
including the BBC, had concentrated on reporting the violence of a wing
of the protestors, focusing on the death of Carlo Giuliani, a twenty-
three-year-old history student from Genoa and son of a labor official in
Rome. Only later did they begin to report and question the State vio-
lence and brutal retaliation against the protestors engaged in by the Ital-
ian police.” As with reportage by most Western mass media of the so-
called antiglobalization protests, the world politicians and officials were
given prime time to freely comment while the ‘voices’ of the protestors
themselves were suppressed or ignored. It is my impression that most
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British daily media do not seem interested in reporting, analyzing, or
exploring the underlying issues of the protests: What are the protestors
protesting about? Why a string of worldwide protests? Why don’t lead-
ers of the “free” West allow representatives of the protestors a voice at
their meetings? Why are there meetings only of the leaders and offi-
cials of G8 countries? And so on.’?

Significantly, British prime minister Tony Blair, fresh from his re-
election victory in one of the poorest turnouts of the British electorate
since World War II (less than 60% voted), defined his political colors by
immediately taking a position against the protestors and their perceived
antiglobalization cause. Blair, the leading figure in Third Way politics,
theoretically buttressed by the likes of Anthony Giddens, has politically
invested himself heavily in arguments for globalization and “free trade”
as forces for good within the world.* Both he and Giddens emphasize
that globalization is an inevitable and desirable process, in part, driven
by technological improvements in the world’s information and commu-
nication infrastructure. Their view, however, does not take enough ac-
count of the project of globalization as a politically engineered creation,
developed actively by the rich trans-Atlantic democracies through “free
trade” agreements (GATT, NAFTA, EU, WTO) and by the world pol-
icy quasi-institutions of the World Bank (WB), International Monetary
Fund (IMF), World Trade Organization (WTO), and, to a lesser extent,
the OECD. It is a view that does not take into account either that there
are alternative visions to be given of globalization—as, for instance, of
progressive world democratization—or that there have been an eco-
nomic, social, and ecological downside to neoliberal globalization. The
‘Third and Fourth Worlds, in particular, have felt the deleterious effects
of the so-called Washington consensus, promoting “structural adjust-
ment” policies as a condition of World Bank and IMF loans.

While Blair and Giddens attempt to differentiate Third Way politics
from the neoliberalism of the Thatcher-Reagan alignment that domi-
nated the decade of the 1980s—in part, through the criterion of a height-
ened ecological consciousness (see e.g., Giddens, 1998)—it is becoming
increasingly clear that Blair’s second-term administration is committed to
many of the principles of reform that distinguished Thatcher’s neoliber-
alism, including the privatization of public services, especially education
and national health.> Certainly, there is the same commitment to the mar-
ket both domestically, as a substitute for state intervention, and interna-
tionally, making the United Kingdom attractive to foreign direct invest-
ment from multinational corporations.



“Antiglobalization” and Guattari’s The Three Ecologies 277

On reflecting on the so-called antiglobalization protest at Genoa and
its predecessors in half a dozen world cites, I was interested by the glob-
alized nature of these protests and their apparent myriad composition.
While there may be an umbrella organization working on the day, there
is no single world organization or movement; rather, the protests consti-
tute a rainbow coalition of overlapping political interests that cannot be
described in terms of a single cause. If anything, it seems, the environ-
mental groups dominate.

I was also struck by the anticipation of some of these events by Félix
Guattari,$ the radical psychoanalyst, activist, and co-author with Gilles
Deleuze, of a range of books that helped to give the French Left new ori-
entations during the decade of the 1970s: Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and
Schizophrenia (Fr. 1972, trans.1984), Kafka: Towards a Minor Literature (Fr.
1975, trans. 1986), A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia II
(Fr. 1980, trans. 1988), and, much later, What Is Pbilosophy? (Fr. 1991,
trans. 1994).7

While these books written with Deleuze certainly capture and elabo-
rate the themes I wish to discuss in relation to antiglobalization, it is, in
particular, a little book that Guattari (2000) wrote by himself and pub-
lished first in 1989, called The Three Ecologies, that I want to focus on. The
first part of this chapter begins with a discussion of antiglobalization, fo-
cusing on the events at Genoa and analyzing the media reports that fol-
lowed; in the second part, I present the main ideas of Guattari, as they ap-
pear in The Three Ecologies, to consider them as a framework within which
to theorize so-called antiglobalization.?

ANTIGLOBALIZATION?

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2001), writing in The New York Times,
recognize that the rainbow protests at the Genoa G8 ‘world’ summit are
united in the belief “that a fundamentally new global system is being
formed” and that “[t}he world can no longer be understood in terms of
British, French, Russian or even American imperialism.” They maintain
that no longer can national power control or order the present global sys-
tem and that, while the protests often appear anti-American, they are re-
ally directed at the larger power structures.

Yet it seems as if the protests must win the same kind of battles for de-
mocracy at the global level that ordinary people—citizens—won at the
level of the nation-state over three hundred years ago. And since those first
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democratic revolutions, movements of various kinds—civil rights, anti-
racism, antiwar, women’s rights, children’s rights, animal rights, environ-
mental protests—have progressively enfranchised ever larger groups of the
world’s populations, although not inevitably or without struggle or rever-
sals.” Hardt and Negri point out the salient fact that “this new order has
no democratic institutional mechanisms for representation, as nation-
states do: no elections, no public forum for debate.” And they go on to de-
scribe the antiglobalization protestors as a coalition united against the
present form of capitalist globalization, but not against the forces or cur-
rents of globalization per se. Neither are these protestors isolatonalists,
separatists, or nationalists. Rather, as Hardt and Negri claim, the protes-
tors want to democratize globalization—to eliminate the growing inequali-
ties between nations and to expand the possibilities for self-determination.
Thus, “antiglobalization” is a false description of this movement.!

Against all odds, against the power of supranational forces, people in
the street at Genoa—and earlier in a series of locations at Gothenburg,
Quebec, Prague, and Seattle—still believe in a form of resistance in the
name of a better future. They believe, against all propagandizing and me-
dia control, in the story of democracy and in the seeds that were sown for
emancipation and self-determination over three centuries ago. Hardt and
Negri believe that a new species of political activism has been born, rem-
iniscent of the “paradoxical idealism of the 1960s.” Such protest move-
ments are part of democratic society even though they are unlikely to pro-
vide the practical blueprint for the future. Yet they create political desires
for a better future and, remarkably, unify disparate interests and groups—
unionists, ecologists together with priests and Communists—in openness
toward defining the future anew in democratic terms.!!

Hardt and Negri are not the only ones to have asserted a connection
between the so-called antiglobalization protestors and those who demon-
strated during the 1960s. Todd Gitlin (2001) also clearly considers the
present-day movements evident at Genoa as a successor movement to
the student movements of the 1960s and 1970s—one that he claims has
already engaged more activists over a longer period of time and one he
predicts will be longer-lived. Gitlin, similarly, pictures the protestors as
“creating a way of life,” although he profiles the protestors as engaging in
the debate about the meaning of Europe, seemingly truncating its obvi-
ous more global aspects outside Europe. He also questions the antiglob-
alization label, drawing attention to anticapitalist revolutionaries, re-
formists who demand to “Drop the Debt,” and anarchists bent upon
violence. The new face of protests, as Newsweek columnists Martha Brant
and Barbie Nadeau (2001) point out, is a composite of different types: an-
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archist and Marxists, “kinder, gentler globalists,” health-issue advocates,
environmentalists, consumer advocates. They name the protest groups
from violent to nonviolent in the following order: Black Blocs (anarchist
and Marxists who wear black masks); those who claim to be nonviolent
but often provoke retaliation such as Globalize Resistance, Reclaim the
Streets, Tute Bianche (Luca Casarini) and Ya Basta!; decidedly nonvio-
lent groups ranging from celebrities to religious leaders, including,
AIDS activists, AT'TAC (Bernard Cassen and Susan George), CAFOD,
Christian Aid, Cobas, Confédération Paysanne (José Bové), various con-
sumer groups, Drop the Debt (Bono), Greenpeace, La Via Campesina,
Oxfam, Rainforest Action Network, Roman Catholic Church, War on
Want, WWF.

These myriads of action groups reflect vectors of subjectivity and sin-
gularization, as Guattari would argue, that can be understood only if we
begin to apply the ecological model to the realm of the mental—to un-
derstanding subjectivity—as much as to the environmental and the social.

GUATTARI'S THE THREE ECOLOGIES

Guattari’s achievement is to link three spheres of ecology—environmental,
social, and mental—into a complex set of interrelations he calls ecosophy, a
term he coins seemingly unaware of the “deep ecology” movement or the
ecosophy of Arnold Naess.!? He writes: “only an ethico-political articula-
tion—which I call ecosophy—between the three ecological registers (the en-
vironment, social relations, and human subjectivity) would be likely to clar-
ify [the ecological dangers that confront us]” (p. 27).

His object of criticism is what he calls Integrated World Capitalism
(IWC) that, through a series of technoscientific transformations, has
brought us to the brink of ecological disaster, causing a disequilibrium of
the world natural environment from which the Earth will take many gen-
erations to recover, if at all. Integrated World Capitalism, as Pindar and
Sutton (2000: 6) explain, is “delocalized and deterritorialized to such an
extent that it is impossible to locate its sources of power.” IWC is now,
above all, a fourth-stage capitalism, no longer oriented to producing pri-
mary (agricultural), secondary (manufacturing), or tertiary (services), but
now oriented to the production of “signs, syntax, and . . . subjectivity”
(p- 47). Part of Guattari’s thesis is that the expansion in communications
technology, and, in particular, the development of world telecommunica-
tions has served to shape a new type of passive subjectivity, saturating the
unconscious in conformity with the demands of global market farces.
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IWC, thus, poses a direct threat to the environment in ways that are now
all too familiar to us—pollution of all forms, extinction and depletion of
species with the consequent reduction of biodiversity, and so forth. Less
often are we alerted to the dimension of social ecology and its practical
politics. What is not often recognized, if at all, is what Guattari calls men-
tal ecology: both how the structures of human subjectivity to which it
refers, like a rare species, are also under threat of extinction and how it
underwrites an understanding of environmental and social ecology.

It is in the realm of understanding human subjectivity in ecological
terms that Guattari has most to offer. In this recognition of the “ecology
of mind” he is strongly influenced by the anthropologist Gregory Bate-
son, especially his Steps Towards the Ecology of Mind (1972).13 Indeed, Guat-
tari (2000: 27) begins with a quotation from Bateson’s essay “Pathologies
of Epistemology” from that same collection of essays: “There is an ecol-
ogy of bad ideas, just as there is an ecology of weeds.” The importance of
Bateson’s argument, as the translators’ note clarifies (see fn 1, p. 70), is in
criticizing the dominant “epistemological fallacy” in Western thinking
that the unit of survival in the bio-taxonomy, is the individual, family line,
subspecies or species, where the unit of survival is “organism plus envi-
ronment.” The choice of the wrong unit leads to an epistemological er-
ror that propagates itself, multiplying and mutating, as a basic character-
istic of the thought-system of which it is a part. The hierarchy of taxa
leads to a conception of species against species, Man against Nature—a
view that has been reinforced by various ideologies and movements, in-
cluding Romanticism. By contrast, according to Bateson:

we now see a different hierarchy of units—gene-in-organism, organism-
in-environment, ecosysten, etc. Ecology, in the widest sense, turns out to
be the study of the interaction and survival of ideas and programs (i.e., dif-
ferences, complexes of differences, etc.) in circuits. (Bateson, 1972: 484,
cited in Guattari, 2000: fn 1, 70)

Thus, for Guattari we must conceive of ecology as a complex encompassing
the environmental, the social, and the mental (the complex, environment-
social-mental) where mental ecology transcends the psychology of the indi-
vidual. Taking a leaf from Bateson, Guattari (2000: 54) argues:

Gregory Bateson has clearly shown that what he calls the ‘ecology of ideas’
cannot be contained within the domain of the psychology of the individual,
but organizes itself into systems or ‘minds’, the boundaries of which no
longer coincide with the participant individuals.
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Yet, as he also acknowledges, Guattari parts company with Bateson over
treating action and enunciation as parts of an ecological subsystem called
‘context.” (I shall return to this idea and Guattari’s notion of praxis as an
a-signifying rupture of the systematic “pretext” below).

Guattari’s ecosophical perspective of subjectivity, in large part, is a
product of his Lacanian training, his experience as a working psychoana-
lyst, and his attempt to reorient Freudianism toward the future (see
Genosko, 2000: 156). Thus, while The Three Ecologies retains the old
Freudian triad (id, ego, superego), it departs from Freud in understand-
ing subjectivity according to his concept of “traversality”—a concept that
dates from 1964 and that Guattari developed over his lifetime. Genosko
(2000) interprets this conceptual development as a series of shifts “from
transversality to ecosophy,” conceptual shifts involving, first, the early
theorizations based on “transference,” second, the development of the
“coefficient of transversality,” third, a “theory of groups” (subject and
subjugated groups, utilizing Sartre’s concept of “seriality”), and, eventu-
ally a shift to “transversality.” Genosko (2000: 145-46) explains this im-
portant concept in the following terms:

Guattari’s transversalist conception of subjectivity escapes the individual-
social distinction as well as the givenness or preformedness of the subject
either as a person or individual; subjectivity is both collective and auto-
producing.

The full exposition of this concept, as Genosko (2000: 146) makes clear,
would take us into Guattari’s reception of structuralism, “his rejection of
Freudian psychogenetic stages in favour of a polyphonic conception of
subjectivity of coexisting levels,” his turn against Lacanism (retaining the
notion of the partial object), his theoretical cooperation with Deleuze,
and, above all, his rejection of all forms of scientism.!*

While Guattari is against scientism in psychoanalysis, especially those
pseudo-scientific programs and models that dress themselves up in con-
cepts borrowed from thermodynamics, topology, linguistics, and systems
theory (p. 36), and is cautious of technoscience, particularly its techno-
cratic approach to industrial pollution, he is not technophobic or anti-
technology. For instance, he believes that the Internet holds potential for
democratization. In psychoanalysis, he advocates ridding ourselves of all
scientific metaphors and forging new paradigms that are ethicoaesthetic,
taking inspiration from Goethe, Proust, Joyce, Artaud, and Beckett, who
he describes as the “best cartographers of the psyche” (p. 37). He em-
phasizes a reassessment of psychoanalysis that invokes both ethical and
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aesthetic paradigms that underline a new sense of “engagement” and the
fact that in practical psychiatry everything has to be continually rein-
vented, like a work in progress.

His understanding of subjectivity departs from the Cartesian-Kantian
tradition, to talk of components of subjectivity rather than the subject and to
emphasize a distinction between the individual and subjectivity. As he
writes:

Vectors of subjectivity do not necessarily pass through the individual, which
in reality appears to be something like a “terminal” for processes that in-
volve human groups, socio-economic ensembles, data-processing machines,
etc. Therefore, interiority establishes itself at the crossroads of multiple
components, each relatively autonomous to relation to the other, and if need
be, in open conflict. (p. 36)

As his translators put it: “Guattari is fascinated by the non-human aspect
of subjectivity. Singularity is not individuality, although it is about being
singular. It operates at a pre-personal, pre-individual level.” They go on to
argue: “The resingularization of subjectivity, the liberation of singularities
that are repressed by a dominant and dominating mass-media subectivity,
has nothing to do with individuals” (Pindar and Sutton, 2000: 11-12). And
they quote Deleuze to good effect:

Far from being individual or personal, singularities preside over the genesis
of individuals and persons; they are distributed in a “potential” which admits
neither Self not I, but which produces them by actualising or realizing itself,
although the figures of this actualization do not at all resemble the realized
potential. Only a theory of singular points is capable of transcending the
synthesis of the person and the analysis of the individual as these are (or are
made) in consciousness. (Deleuze, 1990: 102-23, cited in Pindar and Sutton,
fn 12, 19)

In line with this understanding of subjectivity, the three ecologies are ruled
by a logic different from that of ordinary communication between speak-
ing subjects. It is not a discursive logic or one pertaining to signification.
By contrast, eco-logic is “a logic of intensities, of auto-referential existen-
tial assemblages engaging in irreversible durations” (p. 44) concerned only
with “the movement and intensities of the evolutive processes” (p. 44).
Guattari defines process in opposition to system and structure, as that
which “strives to capture existence in the very act of its constitution, defi-
nition and deterritorialization” and relating to “expressive subsets that
have broken out of their totalizing frame, manifesting themselves as their
own existential indices, processual lines of flight” (p. 44).
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Ecological praxes, in a-signifying ruptures of systems of signification,
act as catalytic vectors of singularization and subjectification, producing a
partial, dissident, or breakaway subjectivity.!” Their objective is to enable
the singular, to protect the rare and the exceptional, and to resist the ho-
mogenization of subjectivities by new capitalist market-technologies at
deeper and deeper levels of the unconscious. In a word, these new eco-
logical practices aim to activate repressed singularities and single events
that might possess a catalyzing micropolitical power and application out
of all proportion to their size or magnitude. Thus, within a system of po-
tential energy, only a small—sometimes infinitesimally small—“event”
may trigger a massive expenditure of energy, as when a loose rock on the
mountainside causes an avalanche, or a spark kindles a forest fire.!¢

The dualist oppositions that characterized the older social antagonisms
of class and the Cold War are over. While the conflicts remain they are
no longer to be understood in terms of an unequivocal ideology for they
have been transmuted in multipolar allegiances and nationalist demands
for singularity. Guattari (2000: 33) argues: “It is in this context of break-
up and decentralization, the multiplication of antagonisms and processes
of singularization, that the new ecological problematics suddenly appear.”

In terms of the development of social relations, Guattari suggests, we
must cultivate a dissensus (cf., Lyotard, 1983), one comprised of “dissident
subjectivities” that are untamed and unpredictable. He argues: “The prin-
ciple specific to social ecology concerns the development of affective and
pragmatic cathexis in human groups of differing sizes” (p. 60).'7

IWC produces three types of subjectivity: “Firstly, a serial subjectivity
corresponding to the salaried classes, secondly, to the huge mass of ‘unin-
sured’ and finally an élitist subjectivity corresonding to the executive sec-
tors” (p. 61). Guattari argues that mass-mediatization has created even
greater divergences between these groups and that an essential point of
tranformation for social ecology is when capitalist societies are encour-
aged to make the transition to a post-media age, “in which the media will
be reappropriated by a multitude of subject-groups capable of directing
its resingularization” (p. 61). While this seems an unlikely possihility,
Guattari reminds us of the effects of sudden consciousness raising, the
progressive collapse of Stalinism which leaves room for other social strug-
gles, the democratizing potential of the media as technological evolution
achieves reductions in costs, and a reconstitution of the labour process
substitutes a postindustrial, “creationist,” subjectivity for the old indus-
trial Taylorist mass ideologies.

Under the principle of environmental ecology—anything is possible—
Guattari, perceptively remarks that natural equilibriums will come to rely
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on human intervention, at which point we have reached a stage where we

will require more than a defense of nature. We will need to adopt a new

ecosophical ethics to engage with the issues of the creation of new living

species and we will need to invent new stories of the “permanent recre-

ation of the world [to] replace the narrative of biblical genesis” (p. 67).18
He writes in conclusion:

A new ecosophy, at once applied and theoretical, ethico-political and aes-
thetic, would have to move away from the old forms of political, religious
and associative commitment . . . Rather than being a discipline of refolding
on interiority, or a simple renewal of earlier forms of “militancy”, it will be
a multi-faceted movement, deploying agencies and dispositives that will si-
multaneously analyse and produce subjectivity. (pp. 67-68)

As the translators makes clear, Guattari envisages “moments when eco-
activists will work together, and other times when they drift apart again.
The important thing is that they do not have a leader directing their ac-
tivity” (Pindar and Sutton, 2000, 14). This “fluidarity” (the translators’
word), Pindar and Sutton argue, following Alan Carter (1999), will be di-
rected at the development of egalitarian, decentralized, democracies, and
towards a sustainable way of life. As they go on to note, a “capitalism that
does not exploit resources . . . is as yet unthinkable. A capitalism that is
symbiotic rather than parasitic may never be possible” (p. 15). In this sit-
uation, trapped on Spaceship Earth, we need to develop an immanent,
materialist ethics based on the respect for terrestrial life (as opposed to re-
ligious beliefs), together with a new global politics that is produced by
what Guattari calls beterogenesis, that is, processes of continuous resingu-
larization that help us to become both more unified and also increasingly
different.

NOTES

“Antiglobalization and Guattari’s The Three Ecologies” previously appeared in Glob-
alization (http://globalization.icaap.org/volume2issuel.html 2, no. 1 (winter 2002).

1. My wife and I stayed for a couple of weeks at Tossa de Mar at the height of
the tourist season. As antipodeans, it was our first experience of a European beach
holiday. The little Spanish town was previously a fishing village. It incorporates
the beautiful medieval-walled Vila Vella and has links back to Roman and, indeed,
neolithic, times. Since the 1970s Tossa de Mar has increasingly fallen prey to prob-
lems of tourist overdevelopment, with thousands of Spanish, Italian, French, Ger-
man, and British tourists descending upon it for their annual summer holiday. By
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“overdevelopment” I mean the development of numerous multstoried hotels,
hostels and time-share apartments that ring the foreshore at one end of the bay
and, progressively, have been built in the township itself to exploit the panoramic
views. These developments, which are built butting up against one another, have
created “mini-canyons” with no public areas or plantings, increasingly crowding
out the township, valley, and vistas. The effects are obvious on the microecosys-
tem, particularly, the pollution of the beach, seawater, and coastline. Coinciden-
tally, during our stay Greenpeace issued a statement stating that the ecology of the
Costa Brava had reached a critical point under the onslaught of mass tourism (re-
ported in The Times, Saturday, 4 August). Local media, and even local business
proprietors, emphasized the same themes of overcrowding and ecological over-
load. The village was an artist colony during the early 1930s, with frequent visits
by the likes of Chagall, Masson, Ziigel, Kars, Metzinger, Mompou, and many oth-
ers. I emphasize my environment and the locality (of thought) as it anticipates sev-
eral Guattarian themes essental to ecosophy, especially deterritorialization.

2. The International Herald Tribune, in a front-page story (Thursday, 9 August)
reported that an American student on her way elsewhere stopped over in Genoa
to participate in the peaceful demonstrations. She was among the 92 other peace-
ful protestors whose headquarters Italian police raided on July 22, 60 of whom
were injured, many hospitalized, and some would have died without emergency
treatment. Only belatedly have some European ministers and heads of state be-
gun to comment that the Italian police “over-reacted”; other commentators have
likened the brutality of the Italian carabinieri to fascist activity. Newsweek reported
that the police were singing fascist songs.

3. The molding and control of subjectivities by the world mass media is a fea-
ture of what Guattari (2000: 47) calls Integrated World Capitalism (IWC), which,
as he says: “tends increasingly to decentre its sites of power, moving away from
structures producing goods and services towards structures producing signs, syn-
tax and—in particular, through the control which it exercises over the media, ad-
vertising, opinion polls, etc—subjectivity.” I am pleased to say that there have
been some exceptions to these generalizations about world mass media by the
likes of the New York Times and Newsweek, with articles written both by staff writ-
ers and academic/intellectuals, as I acknowledge in the text. It is also the case that
Newsweek (30 July, p. 13) carried a story by Fareed Zakaria that characterized the
protestors as a unitary movement which is fundamentally “anti-technology” and
techno-phobic. By contrast, the report by Greg Burke in Newsweek (July 30, pp.
24-25) was very critical of the G8 summit: “Out of sight and smell of the blood
and tear gas the leaders inside the red zone discussed regional conflicts like the
Middle East and Macedonia and failed to bridge their gap in the Kyoto Proto-
col. . . . Nowhere did they break new ground or produce new ideas for the press-
ing problems of the world. That paucity of progress . . . gave new force to the
question of whether such meetings should be held at all” (p. 25). Burke quotes
the European Commission president Romano Prodi as saying that the summits
had grown “extravagant and excessive” and that it was time to “return to an or-
ganization which puts priority on people” (ibid.).
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4, It is also true to say that Tony Blair was the most outspoken of the G8
leaders in favor of moves to reduce the debt burden facing the world’s poorest
countries.

5. Some would argue that the heightened ecological consciousness said to
distinguish Third Way politics from neoliberalism is not evidence in New
Labour’s handling of the foot and mouth crisis affecting British farming and ru-
ral life. The ecological crisis of food sources in Britain in recent years has reached
new heights with, in addition, to the outbreak of foot and mouth, “mad cow” dis-
ease, salmonella scares, depletion of fish stocks, contamination of salmon feed,
and so forth. These problems are exacerbated by the monopolization of food-
stuffs retailing, false advertising, incomplete and misleading acknowledgment of
contents in foodstuffs, and poor consumer watchdog standards and enforcement.
It is to be noted that New Labour has invested considerable sums in research into
genetic foodstuffs.

6. Guattari was born in 1930, joined the youth division of the Paris Com-
munist Party, became involved with experimental psychiatry, trained with La-
can in the 1960s, founded the Societé de psychothérapie institutionnelle in 1965,
met Deleuze in 1969, formed a close friendship with Toni Negri in the same
period, was active politically both internationally and locally (standing in Paris
regional elections), and died in 1992. See the full chronology, on which this
summary is based, provided by Ian Pindar and Paul Sutton, translators of The
Three Ecologies (pp. ix—xv).

7. This is not meant to imply that the themes I discuss in this chapter do not
appear in books he wrote by himself. See especially, Guattari’s Molecular Revolu-
tion (Fr. 1977, trans. 1984), L'Inconscient machinique: Essai de schizo-analyse (1979),
Les années d’biver 1980-1985 (1986), Cartographies schizoanalytigues (1989) and
Chaosmosis: An Ethico-Aestbetic Paradigm (Fr. 1992, trans. 1995).

8. Iwas led to this possibility, in part, through the conjunction of events—
reading Guattari’s Three Ecologies in the aftermath of Genoa—and, in part, by
Pindar and Sutton’s “Translators’ Introduction.” As they suggest: “Guattari’s
finely nuanced, radically dissensual approach to social ecology requires the col-
lective production of unpredictable and untamed ‘dissident subjectivities’
rather than a mass movement of like people” (p. 14) and in a footnote they
point to the “fit” between Guattari’s characterization of social ecology and the
“Carnival against Capitalism” that took place in London on June 18, 1999 (see
fn 17, p. 19).

9. The Hegelian philosopher of jurisprudence Norberto Bobbio (1994) in
The Age of Rights provides a useful description of these generational rights, al-
though his Hegelian philosophy of history appears to me wrong-headed, espe-
cially in light of the reversal of so-called social rights that occurred in the 1980s
under the combined forces of the neo-conservative Thatcher-Reagan administra-
tions. There are no real signs that Third Way governments in the West have at-
tempted to restore these social rights. If the second-term Blair government, re-
elected in 2001, is anything to go by, the privatization of public services and,
thereby, the continued erosion of citizen rights is pursued with a renewed vigor.
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10. Klaus Schwab (2001), founder and chairman of the World Economic Fo-
rum, also points to the “systemic failure” of the present institutions that provide
a measure of world governance (UN, IMF, WB, WTO) and embraces the need
for global institutions that more effectively and democratically deal with the
problems we face. He suggests that the G8 be replaced with the broader Group
of 20. Foreign Office minister in the Blair government, Peter Hain, like a num-
ber of other commentators, criticized the “ruling élite” in Europe talking to itself
and becoming remote from ordinary people (reported by David Hughes in the
Daily Mail, July 25, p. 2).

11. Susan George (2001), by contrast, provides a graphic account of the anti-
democratic strategies and tactics adopted by the opponents of the protestors at
Genoa, detailing the use of force and manipulation and reporting on the ideo-
logical backlash. George suggests that there is evidence of complicity between au-
thorities and gangs of the Black Block agent provocateurs (see fn 4).

12. To each of the three ecologies there corresponds what Guattari calls an ex-
istential Territory, which is one of four ontological domains—including Uni-
verses, Fluxes, and Phylums—that defines an ecological niche or home.

13. Itis not often noted that Bateson was a part of the “cybernetics group,” in-
cluding Claude Shannon, Norbert Weiner, Margaret Mead (his, then, wife), and
Kurt Lewin, among others who meet regularly during the 1940s to develop cy-
bernetic epistemology and applications.

14. Genosko (2000: 149) describes him as “a forward looking cartographer
of the unconscious, a pragmatist whose formulations centered on assemblages
of subjectification, rather than a backward looking scientific interpreter of a
restricted topography all of whose roads led back to childhood, or for that
matter, to the signifying chain.” In a passage Genosko cites from Guattari,
Guattari talks of his rejection of the Conscious-Unconscious dualism and of
“An unconscious of flux and abstract machines, more than an unconscious of
structure and language” (ibid.).

15. On the principle specific to mental ecology—likened by Guattari to
Freud’s “primary process”—see pp. 54-58.

16. Pindar & Sutton refer to the physicist James Clerk Maxwell whom Pri-
gogine and Stengers cite, thus: “Every existence above a certain rank has its sin-
gular points: the higher the rank, the more of them. At these points, influences
whose physical magnitude is too small to be taken into account by a finite being,
may produce results of the greatest importance. All great results produced by hu-
man endeavour depend on taking advantage of these singular points when they
occur.”

17. Guattari presents two options for how social ecology relates to mental
ecology: what he calls a personological triangulation—I-YOU-S/HE, Father-
Mother-Child—or auto-referential subject groups (see pp. 60-61).

18. Guattari’s comment is as apposite now as it was over a decade ago, espe-
cially given the recent controversy that broke during mid-August 2001 over Pres-
ident Bush’s decision to finance federal research to the tune of $100 million based
on the existing 60-65 stem cell lines.
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